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Preface to the Second Edition

T IS HEARTENING FOR ANY AUTHOR to be told by his/her pub-
lisher that his/her book needs to be reissued in a new edition. It
becomes an additional source of pleasure when the new edition
is scheduled for publication in the year when the publication house
celebrates the centenary year of the beginning of its journey in India.
My thanks to Oxford University Press, India, my publisher, combine
with many good wishes for the current as well the next centenaries.
This new edition is not substantially new. The text, apart from
bibliographical updating and addition to the notes, remains the same.
What is new is the ‘Introduction to the Second Edition’. I must
clarify that it is not intended to be a detailed bibliographical survey
and analysis of the enormous corpus of relevant writings that have
appeared since the first edition came out. As its title suggests, it seeks
to raise the issue, as really a supplement to what was written earlier
and following the lead provided by non-professional thinkers of our
past, of Indian civilization having its own specific characteristics, and
its own trajectory of evolution. The linkage between the past of what
has come to be called ‘early medieval’ and with what followed, from
the perspective of the making of our multilayered society and civiliza-
tion in all its dimensions, still remains inadequately explored. In other
words, we still do not have an Indian history; we continue to make
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do with our substitution of Hindu, Muslim and British India with
ancient India, early medieval India, medieval India and modern India
for our pedagogic as well as other forms of communication. Such
periodization is unavoidable and, also, useful, but it is at the same time
necessary to cultivate a vision of the past in relation to our present.
The ‘Introduction to the Second Edition” makes only an additional
tentative suggestion in the direction of understanding that linkage.
Like any other suggestion it too makes no claim to offering a widely
acceptable solution.

In some recent writings it has been felt that the debate centring
round ‘Indian feudalism’ characterizing the ‘early medieval’ of India
has become sterile; it has reached a ‘curious impasse’; or a ‘dead end’.
In a way, the pessimism is understandable because even after many
years of ‘Indian feudalism’ historiography, the same set of arguments
and counter-arguments have gone back and forth, as the ball on a
ping pong table. But the pessimism also bypasses the real meaning of
the debate: the necessity of trying to understand the nature of change
in Indian society, not only by studying isolated themes of one’s fancy
but also by trying to relate one’s choice to the shape in which it is
found in different historical contexts. The debate, alongside histori-
ography in general, in fact created meaningful spaces to explore, and
such spaces continue to remain available to historians. I shall give two
examples. One major thrust of the debate has been on what may
be called ‘resource production and distribution’. Despite substantial
work done in the field, my own feeling is that we really do not have
as yet any satisfactory analytical history of agrarian and other forms
of production, viewed across time and space. Similarly, bhakti occupies
a key position in writings on ‘feudal’ ideology. However, bhakti cuts
across almost two millennia and across disparate regions in India, but
its various meanings in different contexts still remain elusive. In other
words, the debate raised questions which the framework used could
not satisfactorily answer. But failure certainly does not mean that the
issues have become dated or irrelevant. Far from it; they need to be
addressed again with a different kind of competence. Our (and ‘our’
most certainly includes the present author) truncated training and
truncated vision of Indian history need to be replaced by a different



kind of skill, linguistic and otherwise, to handle, from a long duree
perspective, old issues, and new issues arising out of them, in years to
come. History requires its various trajectories of change to be studied,
as it requires a change in the set of historians too.

In meeting the modest requirements for the new edition, never-
theless involving a lot of technicalities, [ am much obliged to Shashank
Shekhar Sinha and the editorial team at Oxford University Press, New
Delhi.

I rededicate the book to my mother Surama Devi who is no longer
with us but will always be in us.

May 2012 B.D. CHATTOPADHYAYA
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Preface to the First Edition

ARLY MEDIEVAL INDIA has long remained a much maligned

period of Indian history both among those who possess a

passing acquaintance with India’s past and with specialists. The
Indian history to be found within most textbooks is still redolent with
‘dark ages’and ‘periods of crisis’, in much the same measure as ‘golden
ages’. Characteristics generally associated with early middle age have
burdened this period and dressed it up as one of the key ‘dark ages’
of Indian history. The value judgements of historians on personalities,
as on periods of history, are carried over as axioms in historiography;
early medieval India has not yet been able to shake off axiomatic pro-
nouncements upon it; this despite the fact that recent researches look
at the period from many more angles and have succeeded, to a very
substantial measure, in rescuing this epoch out of its dismal maze of
dynastic genealogies, chronological charts and chronicles of military
success and failure.

The essays in this volume were written over a rather long span of
time, alongside articles on other periods and themes, and so they are
not really products of a systematically designed research project on
early medieval India. They represent my explorations and ideas on the
nature of the change which distinguishes the period following the
decline of the Guptas in the middle of the sixth century from the one



iv

W
o

Preface to the First Edition

preceding it. Initially, the idea was to focus on the nature of change in
a select region, namely Rajasthan. But an inevitable drift, generated by
my curiosity over other areas and other themes, prevented any strin-
gent thematic unity. What holds these essays together is the attempt
to analyse different manifestations of the historical processes at work
in the post-Gupta period. The introductory chapter was especially
written for this collection of articles—which were published earlier
in scattered academic journals—so as to provide a framework.

The suggestion that I put together my meagre output on early
medieval India came from young friends and colleagues; I hope my
decision to do this will not reflect adversely on their judgement.
My interest in early medieval India and the urge to re-examine the
dominant formulations regarding the period began when I was, for
about a year, a Fellow at the Indian Institute of Advanced Study, Simla.
[ acknowledge with thanks the many facilities made available to me by
the Institute. I am grateful to my colleagues Professor Muzaffar Alam
and Dr Neeladri Bhattacharya for the interest they have taken in the
publication of this book; to my students Ms Nandini Sinha and Sri
Shyam Narayan Lal for the help received from them in the preparation
of the manuscript; and to Oxford University Press for having patiently
awaited the final script.

May 1993 B.D. CHATTOPADHYAYA
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Introduction to the Second Edition
Passages from the Classical towards the Medieval:
Understanding the Indian Experiencex

HE SOMEWHAT UNCOMMON TITLE OF THIS INTRODUCTION would

appear to require a little explanation. Movements in societies

and civilizations can be shown to be unexceptionably com-
parative; they can be shown to be in consonance with the necessary,
and sometimes major, orientation of the characteristics which make
a civilization that civilization and not another. In initial support of
my emphasis on what I have called the ‘Indian experience’, I would
like to begin this preliminary point by citing two outstanding Indian
thinkers, neither of them professional historians. One is Rabindranath
Tagore, the poet, and the other is D. D. Kosambi, the mathematician,
who also worked his way, through at least half the span of his life,
towards developing a new understanding of India’s past. This is what
Tagore wrote in his insightful essay ‘India’s History’ (‘Bharatvarsher
Itihas’ in Bengali), in the early twentieth century, on the colonial
perspective of Indian past and its chronology:!

* An earlier version of this essay was presented as Annual Lecture at the School
of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, in May 2009. Some of the
points made here were re-iterated in a seminar organised by the Department of
Ancient Indian History and Culture, University of Calcutta on ‘Early Medieval India:
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The History of India that we read and memorize to sit for examinations is only a
narrative of nightmares. [it is a tale] of who came from where, ceaselessly fought
each other, of which sons and brothers wrestled for the throne, of the disappear-
ance of one group and its replacements by the other. The confusing congeries of
the Pathans, the Mughals, the Portuguese, the French and the English have made
the nightmare more and more complicated...

Where the Indians are, these histories do not answer. As if, only those who have
engaged in battles and assassinations alone exist, Indians do not...

In one’s youth, it is history which makes one familiar with his own country. It is
exactly the opposite in our case. It is our history which has hidden our country
in obscurity.

Similarly, in his search for a new framework for the understanding of
Indian past, Kosambi too emphasized the need for an Indian approach,
because Indian history simply could not be written in the fashion of
European history or any other history:?

Here for the first time we have to reconstruct a history without episodes,
which means that it cannot be the same type of history as in the European
tradition. ..

...[In this new Indian history] the more important question is not who was king,
nor whether the given region had a king, but whether its people used a plough,
light or heavy, at that time.... What was the role of caste in breaking up of tribal
groups to annex them to society?...What is the reason for the survival of Meso-
lithic rites, continued worship of stone age gods even today among all classes?

These questions have at least to be raised, their answers worked out as far as
possible. Dynastic changes of importance, vast religious upheavals, are generally in-
dicative of powerful changes in the productive basis, hence must be studied as such,
not dismissed as senseless flickers on the surfaces of an unchanging stratum.

Kosambi, in his voluminous writings on India’s past, did develop a
perspective which broke away from the generally accepted Euro-
directional view of it and its chronology. The perspective deriving
from his understanding of the multi-level accretions of the past into
the present is essentially an understanding of the ‘Indian experience’.

Economy, Society, Polity’ in March 2010. I am thankful to both the universities for
hosting my lectures.

' Rabindranath Tagore in Itihds, compiled by Prabodh Chandra Sen and Pulin
Behari Sen (Calcutta, 1955). See, in particular, the piece ‘Bharatvarsher Itihas’ (in
Bengali), passim.

* D. D. Kosambi, An Introduction to the Study of Indian History (Bombay, 1956), pp. 1,
13.



The arbitrarily afore selected citations from Tagore and Kosambi ?
would hardly bring out the full strength of their respective arguments,
but despite the vast difference between the thinkings of these out-
standing personalities, they seem to have converged on the point that
India’s past cannot be viewed with a fixed Western lens. It has to
be understood in its own terms, because the social and civilizational
material from India’s past is so significantly different. The Indian past
also continues to be an inseparable part of the way we live, both in
the material sense of our continuing to use old technology alongside
new, as well as in our beliefs, thoughts, and modes of worship, and in
our social relations.

What, then, is the justification for invoking ‘Classical’ and
‘Medieval’ in the title of this essay? One justification of course is the
acceptance of the inevitability of change in all societies and of the
necessity of chronologically labelling them, irrespective of how one
chooses the terminology. Some of us still believe that long-term nar-
ratives for societies are necessary, and indeed desirable, and one has to
go on searching for the most significant markers of change for that
society. Second, although comparisons in history are not intended to
establish identities or to construct a unilateral, homogeneous, uni-
versal human history, comparisons are unavoidable and are indeed
necessary, if only as a methodology for tracing the likely evolutionary
path of a particular society. Evolutionary path implies a long-term
narrative, which, in turn implies periodization or, at least attempt at
periodization.

Defining the ‘Classical’

Since [ have chosen to use ‘classical * and ‘medieval’ in the title of this
essay despite my accent on ‘Indian experience’, it should be my burden
to clarify in which sense I am using them.To begin with ‘medieval’, it
is surprising that no clear meaning of the term is available even in the
context of Western historiography. My most trusted dictionary, The

® For an earlier juxtaposition of the critiques by Tagore and Kosambi on available
Indian history narratives see my ‘R emembering Kosambi’in The Oxford India Kosambi:
Combined Methods in Indology and Other Writings (New Delhi, 2009), pp. xii~xxvi.
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Oxford English Dictionary, begs the question by simply defining it * as ‘of
pertaining to or characteristic of the Middle Ages, medieval thought,
religion, etc’. Similarly ‘medievalism’is the ‘system of belief and practice
characteristic of the Middle Ages’, and unless one takes ‘sacerdotalism’,
‘sometimes associated’ > with the system of belief and practice as the
defining characteristic of the age, ‘medieval’ would not, as in other
societies of the world,® go much beyond signifying simply a span of
time, arbitrarily chosen or chosen without adequate explanation.

By contrast, the meaning of ‘Classical’ is more precise; it signi-
fies ‘designating the language, art, or culture of a period deemed to
represent the most perfect flowering of the civilization that preceded it
(italics added).” Of the other meanings of ‘classical’, one is ‘constituting
a standard or model, especially in literature’.

While I shall be struggling to search for the possible meaning of
‘medieval’ in the Indian context, though perfunctorily in this essay,
let me start by stating how I understand ‘classical’. I would take ‘clas-
sical’ to represent the stage of convergence of different elements in
society (not only literary) which may be taken to represent, in the
coming together of these elements, the stage of the formation of
a civilizational model. The model may take a long span of time to
crystallize, but once that stage is reached, the model may be found

* The Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford, vol. 9,second edition, 1989),s.v.‘medieval’,
‘medievalism’, p. 542.

5 Ibid.

¢ This difficulty in providing a universally acceptable definition in the context
of history finds somewhat desperate articulations in the context of China: ‘the
relevance of the medieval to the history of China is a difficult one to phrase. It dis-
appears if we choose not to privilege this Europe-based designation for the period
before and after the first millennium (a2 manouvre widely undertaken by national
historiographies since 1930s on behalf of ‘feudalism’) and reserve it solely for the
use of Europeans for their own history. Yet to grant the term ‘medieval’ jurisdiction
over the entirety of human civilization during Europe’s medieval period seems
merely fo turn the question info an assertion and substitute labelling for the generation of
genuine knowledge (italics added)’, Timothy Brook, ‘Medievality and the Chinese
Sense of History’, The Medieval History Journal (special issue: Contextualising the
‘Medieval’), vol. 1, no. 1 (1998), p.146. Also, T. H. Barrett, ‘China and the Redun-
dancy of the Medieval’, ibid., pp. 73—89.

7 The Oxford English Dictionary, vol. 3, 1989, pp. 281-2,



useful for deciphering significant patterns of change in subsequent
stages. The term ‘classical’ has of course been used earlier in Indian
history® and continues to be used in all conceivable occasions but
mostly as signifying a high point of cultural eflorescence, correspond-
ing to the perceived prosperity of a large empire, or a small regional
kingdom and from which it is deviation which follows. There have
been different ‘classical’ or ‘golden ages’ in India, inevitably followed
by rather inglorious ones. I would venture to suggest, on the basis
of whatever empirical material and historical research I have had
access to, the time span c. second-third century CE to c. sixth century
CE as marking the phase when the classical formation of the Indian
subcontinent took place. Despite the risk implicit in this kind of
universalization [ shall still go ahead with it since in our definition
of ‘classical’ it is essentially some kind of model formation, and not
simply for a region. I would identify the following markers as suggest-
ing the phase to stand out as different, but drawing upon civilizational
elements from the past and also upon diverse sources from different
directions. For one thing, this was the phase when the major texts, sys-
tematizing ideas of different times and different locations finally took
shape essentially through the medium of Sanskrit, although Prakritism
too continued.” This was also the period when Tamil, representative
of another major language group, not only acquired a substantial

® For example, vol. 3 of the multi-volume History and Culture of the Indian People
series, edited by R. C. Majumdar, was titled The Classical Age (Bombay, 5th edition,
1997). Still earlier, Vincent Smith used the term ‘Gupta Golden Age’, simultaneously
citing with approval the opinion that: “The Gupta period is in the annals of Classical
Indian almost what the Periclean age is in the history of Greece’, V. A. Smith, The
Oxiford History of India, ed. by Percival Spear, 4th edition (Delhi, 2006) [1919], p.172.

% 1t is necessary to remember that Sanskrit was the recognised linguistic vehicle not
only for refined poetry, prose and drama; it was also the medium which came to be
used for codifying social and other norms. For introduction to Sanskrit compositions of
‘classical characteristics’ see the following standard works: S. N. Dasgupta and S. K. De,
A History of Sanskrit Literature: Classical Period, Calcutta, 1962; Sukumari Bhattacharji,
History of Classical Literature (Hyderabad, 1993); G. N. Sastri, A Concise History of Classical
Sanskrit Literature (Delhi, 1943, 1987); S. K. Chattesji, ed., The Cultural Heritage of India:
vol. 5: Languages and Literatures (Calcutta, 2nd edition 1978), part 2, chapters 13-17. All
these works however cover a long span of time, making a broad distinction between
Vedic Sanskrit and classical Sanskrit, but without sufficiently analysing what the specific

4

UOLIIPH pHOIIS Y 0] UOLINPOLUT



ol
Introduction to the Second Edition ¥,
<

corpus of literary products but was experiencing the formulation of
linguistic and literary norms as well.'"* The final form of the Ramdyana,
and particularly the redaction of the massive text of the Mahdbhdrata,
the major Dharmasdstras, the Arthadastra, the Kamasastras, distinctly
drawing upon ideas of predecessors, and giving them the appearance
of cohesive wholes, took shape in this period." The creative literary
outputs of the period, including hagiographic, despite differences in
their quality, could be cited as models by later day compositions.'
Another area in which standardization appears to me to have been
of highly significant implication was the institution of monarchy at the
centre of political formation.The idea of the ‘great elect’ (mahdsammata)
was viewed as integral to the process of the emergence of the state out
of social chaos," but what is particularly noticeable about monarchy
as a hallmark of the classical order is the assertion of its hegemony, as a
historical reality, amidst a strong surviving tradition of ‘republicanism’,

"its ideological complementarity with Brahmanism, and its continuity

as the model for ideal governance. This model of governance with

characteristics of classical Sanskrit were and in what way a product of the sixth century
needs to be distinguished from a Sanskrit composition of the sixteenth century.
Prakritism, like desa-bhdsd of the Kdmasitra (4.51), was not in opposition to the use of
Sanskrit. In literary compositions, the use of Prikrta was largely dictated by the need
to underline the special status of Sanskrit, thus relating it to the social and gender
status of the user.

1% Kamil Zvelebil, Tamil Literature, Leiden, 1975, passim; See also the discussion in
G. Subbiah, Roots of Tamil Religion (Pondicherry, 1991), chapter 2.

' Although diverse dates have been offered, they are mostly speculative, but the
core phase seems to be located between second-third and fifth-sixth century CE.
See the following: J. L. Brockington, Righteous Rama: The Evolution of an Epic, (New
Delhi, 1984), pp. 320-30; idem, The Sanskrit Epics (Leiden, 1998); P. V. Kane, History
of Dharmasastra, vol. I pt. I (Pune, 1968), pp. 299-509; Patrick Olivelle, Manu’s Code of
Law (New Delhi, 2006), p. 22 ff; Wendy Doniger and Sudhir Kakar, Kimasitra; a new
translation (Oxford-New York, 2002), p. xi.

2 Too cite two examples, the images of Kilidisa and Bhiravi figure in various
later references as models to follow: see F Kielhorn, ‘Aihole Inscription of Pulakesin
I1; Saka-samvat 556, Epigraphia Indica, vol. 6 (1900-01), reprinted (Delhi, 1981),
p. 12. Both are cited several times in R3jadekhara’s Kdvya-mimamsa; N. N. Chakrabarti,
Rajsekhar o Kavya-mimamsi (in Bengali) (Santiniketan, 1960), pp. 25, 91.

© R.S. Sharma, Aspects of Political Ideas and Institutions in Ancient India, 3rd edition
(Delhi, 1991), chapter 5.



monarchy as its pivot, along with other ‘limbs’ (afigas) is available in
non-Sanskrit compositions such as Thirukkural as well.**

The other marker of Indian classicism that I would choose would
relate to social order, deviations from it and the apprehension of social
crisis as a lietmotif in all conceivable situations as a political statement.'
Kali, believed to be the final incarnation of Visnu and personifying
the destruction of an existing, stable order, is actually, albeit curiously,
seen as upsetting the arrangements envisaged as a model.’* What is
alone capable of holding the order together was Varna-dharma. Affir-
mation of Varpa-dharma, i.e., a society in which all four Varpas or

strictly demarcated social groups followed their respective dharmas,

and prevention of Varna-samkara (mixing up of varmas), were time and
again declared by monarchs to be the objective of their rule. This was
the true meaning of ‘protection’, the service for which the monarch
was entitled to a share of the produce of his subjects. Varna-samkara or
illegitimate admixture of varmas, was the Brahmanical explanation of
jatis or social groups in existence beyond the four varnas. Although the

* This point has been made by me earlier, but needs to be stressed again in
view of the rapid spatial spread of a pattern which could be identified as broadly
identical in its disparate locations in and outside India: the king and his image as
representing absolute temporal authority; the accent on agrarian resource base
and the relevance of the meritoriousness of the king for ensuring it; ideological
compulsions and sources of spiritual authority in relation to an ideal political
and social order, etc. See B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘Introduction: The Making of
Early Medieval India’ and ‘Political Processes and Structure of Polity in Early
Medieval India’ in this volume.

For Thirukkural evidence see Tirukkurral of Tiruvalluvar, Tamil text and English
translation with notes and comments by K. M. Balasubrahmaniam (Madras,
1962), p. 81 and passim.

15 That it was a political statement on the part of any monarchy, claiming to rep-
resent the sustenance of social-moral order is attested by the regional spread of the
notion which newly emerging states absorbed. For relevant empirical material see
B. P. Sahu, ‘Conception of Kali Age in Early India: A Regional Perspective’, Trend in
Social Science Research, vol. 4, no. 1 (1997), pp. 27-36.

16 B, N. S.Yadava, ‘The Accounts of the Kali Age and the Social Transition from
Antiquity to the Middle Ages’, The Indian Historical Review, vol. 5,nos 1-2 (1978-79),
pp. 31-63; R. S. Sharma, “The Kali Age: A Period of Social Crisis’, in S. N. Mukherjee,
ed., India: History and Thought (Calcutta, 1982), pp. 186-203.
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explanatory framework of Varna-samkara was early in origin, its most
elaborate exposition would be found in Manu,” and its continued
use as a device for explanation could even extend, as in the late text
Brhad-dharmapurdana, to the hierarchized composition of Sadra Varma,
by putting different groups in categories of uttama (good), madhyama
(middle) and adhama (inferior), attributing their respective positions
in the hierarchy to the degree of illegitimacy of the unions.'® One
significance of this social theory is that it could be used to explain in
any situation the location of any jdti or group in the order, and also to
determine whether a group was a part of the order or outside it.
Integral to my construct of the Indian classical are two other
elements. One is the form of ‘Hinduism’ which is visible in the

- period, and Hinduism’s major religious processes, visible in texts, epi-

graphs, coins and icons. The major deities, including the previously
neglected form of the goddess (devi), their theology and creative func-
tions and their mythologies, start getting elaborately textualized in
the Purdnas® and in specifically ritual and philosophical texts. This
attempt at standardization was extremely significant as a model in that
disparate objects of worship and rituals could make entry into one
major sectarian worship or the other. Siva’s family is perhaps the first
example that would come to one’s mind, as it represented the coming
together of unrelated deities such as Rudra-Siva, Parvati-Umi-Durgi,
Ganesa, Skanda-Vis§ikha-Mahiasena in the close bond of family ties
through elaborate mythologies of marriage, self-sacrifice, asceticism,

7 Wendy Doniger and Brian K. Smith, The Laws of Manu, Chapter xi; G.Yamazaki,
The Structure of Ancient Indian Society: Theory and Reality of the Varna System (Tokyo,
2005), pp. 8-10, 214-18.

*® Brhaddharma Purdna, translated into Bengali by P. Tarkaratna, reprinted, Calcutta,
B.S. 1396 (1972), Uttarakhanda, 13th and 14th chapters, pp. 337—46. For discussions
on the significance of the text: Niharranjan Ray, Bangalir Itihas: Adi Parva (in Bengali),
second revised edition, (Calcutta, 1980), pt. I, chapter 6; R.. Furui, ‘Rural Society and
Social Networks in Early Bengal from the Fifth to the Thirteenth century’, Ph.D disser-
tation, Jawaharlal Nehru University (New Delhi, 2007), pp. 276-90; and Appendix 6.

¥ The earliest, really major, text that accommodates the goddess as the primal
creative principle, is Devi-Mahdtmyam, a part of the Markandeya Purina, See Thomas
Coburn, Devi-Mahdtmya: The Crystallization of the Goddess Tradition, reprint (Delhi,
1997), Prolegomenon.



temptation, birth and so on.” What the mythologies provided was the
space for accommodating, identifying and thereby universalizing, thus
widening the geographical horizon of Hinduism. Essentially a religious
process, it could converge with the political, and it would be seen that
this aspect of the classical formation too had important bearing on
what emerged in the post-classical stages of religious change. Classical
Hinduism also marked a shift from cult site to shrine,*! the construc-
tion of shrines becoming, at least according to the majority of available
records, more acts of family patronage rather than community acts
from now on.

Finally, another important marker that I would like to associate
with the Indian classical is the idea of the country. It is not that the
idea of a country was absent earlier. Terms such as Jambudvipa and
Bharatavarsa with their various cardinal directions do occur eatlier, but
it was the systematization of geographical information in the Purdnas,
carried over in later texts as well, which defined the geographi-
cal limits of Bharatavarsa as corresponding to the land between the
ocean in the south and the Himailayas in the north. The keyword in
the concept of Bharatavarsa is, | feel, dis or direction, and the term desa
(country) is derived from dis. So Bhiratavarsa was a country extend-
ing to different directions: north, south, west and east, all radiating
from the middle region (madhya-desa). Elaboration of the five-fold
division of the country, which was the model, into seven-fold or nine-
fold divisions is found in later texts, but dis or direction, not being
delimited except in the form of lists of janapadas or constituent coun-
tries of a dis, Bharatavarsa remained an open-ended space, a major

% See D. D. Kosambi, Myth and Reality: Studies in the Formation of Indian Culture
(Bombay, reprinted 1983), ‘Introduction’, also, chapters 3 and 4. Also, J. N. Banerjea,
The Development of Hindu Iconography (second edition, University of Calcutta, 1956),
chaprers 4,5, 11 on the iconography of the emergence of the pantheon.

2 Buddhist stipas, as shrines, perhaps mostly predated the construction of
other early and shrines. But rock-cut caityas or vihdras were essentially intended
for monks and not as community shrines. Cult sites continued, but the religious
landscape came to be increasingly dominated by shrines in the form of temples,
large monastic establishments and remote pilgrimage destinations, around which
community patronage was not the common mode, at least in pre-modern times.
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reference point, to which one’s own space could be related.? This spatial
model, making the country open-ended, did not have the concept of
‘foreigners’, and although historians seem to love writing about India
being invaded incessantly by foreigners and being repeatedly under
foreign rule, the perceptions of the ancients themselves on the origins
of such attacks would have been quite different.

Post-classical in the Historiography of the ‘Pre-medieval’: The ‘Decline
Syndrome’ and its Variants

It can be expected that this construct of the Indian classical will hardly
find support in the historiography of the post-classical period. This
historiography, despite whatever evolutionary courses it may have
followed, has been consistent in retaining emphasis on certain stereo-
types, and a detailed investigation will have to be treated as a research
theme by itself as such.

However, what must be noted even in a brief analysis such as this of
this historiography are two abiding characteristics of the post-classical
period. One is that the beginning of ‘medieval’ India has to be looked
for in the overall degeneration of post-classical society, even though
the chronology of the degeneration may vary from writer to writer.
This characterization of the entire society, in its various dimensions,
has been so pervasive that it may be appropriate to use the expres-
sion ‘decline syndrome’ with reference to this historiography, and the
starting point of many empirically rich enquiries concerned with the
history of the pre-Sultanate period is precisely why the Indian society
and polity allegedly failed to sustain itself beyond a certain point.??

2 Among the large body of literature on Bhdratavarsa, I would, in particular, mention
H. C. Raychaudhuri, ‘India in Puranic Cosmography’ in Studies in Indian Antiguities,
second edition (University of Calcutta, 1958), pp. 63-87.

# There are various ways in which the post-classical period in Indian history has
been viewed, but the common point which crops up in various discussions, relates to
the political situation. While characterizing the post-Gupta period as that of transi-
tion, V. A. Smith talks of ‘medieval Hindu kingdoms from the death of Harsha’ in
which the Rajputs, the Himalayan kingdoms and others emerged; to him, from
the ‘middle of the seventh to the close of the twelfth century might be called with



The most obvious failure was of course of the nature of the political:
manifest in the absence of a large empire, and in the facile collapse
of whatever structure existed. The following extract from what
K.M. Munshi, a nationalist, wrote in his foreword to a volume of the
multi-volume Indian specialists’ enterprise, The History and Culture of
the Indian People in fact echoed what most professional historians and
non-historians viewed as a major break in Indian history:?*

In the fateful year AD 997 Abu-I-Qasim Mahmud, son of Sabuktigin captured
Ghazni, developed a marvellons striking power, and turned his attention to
India.

Ancient India ended. Medieval India began. [emphasis added]

propriety the Rajput period, (Oxford History, Book 3, chapter I). More recently,
A. H. Dani, whose emphasis is on the north since he is writing on the history of
Pakistan, takes his chapter on the ‘Emergence of Historical Kingdoms’ to include
Turki-Sahis, Hindu Sahis, Kashmir, Gilgit and other regions, before dealing with
the ‘Rise of Muslim States’ in the following chapter. In the context of pre-Mughal
history, Dani curiously uses the term ‘the Feudal Age of the Huns’ to denote change
to a system in which ‘sub-kings’ emerged within the Hina empire, changing the
revenue system of the land. To him, the Rajput was the sub-king, ‘who had authority
over a given portion of land that was entrusted to him, and he managed its govern-
ment both from revenue as well as military angle’, A, H. Dani, History of Pakistan
through the Ages (Lahore, 2008), p.150.

The image of the ‘instability’ of the political order is however more pointedly
projected in Indian writings from around 1960s. For example, writing in 1960,
B.P. Mazumdar in his study of Socio-Economic History of Northern India (1030-1194
AD), was apparently stating the obvious as the objective of his work: “The pathetic
indifference of the people to the permanent problem (italics added) of defending their
country against the devastating raids and invasions of the Turko-Afghans during the
period of one hundred and sixty years has puzzled many. The present work attempts
to find out whether the cause of apparent apathy towards the building up of an
organization of a quasi-permanent nature in order to offer united resistance to the
invaders actually lies in the socio-economic factors’ (Calcutta, 1960), Preface. The
significance of the Turkish conquest is highlighted also by B. N. S. Yadava in the
Preface of his Society and Culture in Northern India in the Tivelfth Century (Allahabad,
1973):“The rapidity of the Turkish conquest of northern India after the second battle
of Tarain in 1192 and the other features of the existing historical situation (italics added)
have made the 12th century one of the landmarks of Indian history’

2 K. M. Munshi, ‘Foreword’ to R.. C. Majumdar, et al., eds, The Age of Imperial
Kanauj, vol. 4 in the series The History and Culture of the Indian People, 4th edition,
(Bombay, 1993), xxiii.

xxix
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The political degeneration in which ‘struggle for empire’® seems to
have been the norm was associated with other forms of degenera-
tion too. Classical art is seen to have degenerated into provincial and
feudal, and various standing monuments, products of art activities of
the period, were also seen as projections of the degeneration of the
Hindu mind.? Another initial point about the ‘decline syndrome’,
which in fact is largely at the root of this characterization, is its
dependence of the perception of European historiography. Like
many other parallels constructed for Indian history on European
models in the early specimens of this historiography, one cannot fail
to notice a strange convergence of early views of the medieval ‘dark’
period of European history with the new Hindu elites’ view of what
was seen as Indian medieval. Similarities were easy to discover. Like
the barbarians of Europe, both of ‘European’ and non-European
‘foreign’ origin, India too suffered extensive invasions of the Hiinas;
from the eighth century, repeated Arab invasions, with already a base
in Sindh, were resisted, as were earlier Hiina invasions, by several
exceptional warrior-heroes, before the final collapse of the twelfth-
thirteenth century.”

® The Struggle for Empire is the title of vol. 5 of the series The History and Culture of
the Indian People, (Bombay, first published, 1957).

% ‘Presidential Address’, Indian History Congress, 18th session (Calcutta, 1955).
Similar comments made from the perspective of the standard of modern Hindu
morality, come from B. P. Mazumdar, Socio-Economic History, pp. 380-3.

The same position is taken by Benoytosh Bhattacharyya, a scholar of esoteric
Buddhism, although from a slightly different perspective: ‘If at any time in the history
of India the mind of the nation (italics added) as a whole has been diseased, it was in
the Tantric Age, or the period immediately preceding the Mohammedan conquest of
India’. To Bhattacharyya, even today ‘The Hindu population as a whole is still in the
grip of this very Tantra in its daily life, customs, usages and is suffering from the same
disease which originated 1300 years ago’, Bhattacharyya, An Introduction to Buddhist
Esoterism, Preface, first Indian reprint (Delhi, 1980).

¥ According to R. C. Majumdar, “. . . The comparatively insignificant results the
Arabs achieved in India certainly stand out in marked contrast to other parts of the
world. . . The cause lies undoubtably in the superior military strength and state orga-
nization of the Indians as compared with most other nations of the time, The Classical
Age, p.175. The achievements of individual Pratihira kings such as Nigabhata I and
I and of Pila ruler Dharmapila are, however, also highlighted in The Age of Imperial
Kanauj, pp. 127-8.



Once the establishment of the ‘Muslim’ rule historiographically
became, both to Western and Indian historians, the great divide in
India’s past, the notion stuck, irrespective of whether the divide is
brought about by ‘Muslim’ rule, or by the beginning of a new social
order. Whatever their affiliation, the parallel, directly stated or implicit,
continues in the contrast between a Classical past and a totally different
Medieval in the writings of most historians. Thus, even when writing
on Feudalism (itself originally a model from European history) in its

first phase in India, R.'S. Sharma wrote in 1965, drawing attention to
this model: #

To us the European experience suggests that the political essence of fendalism lay
in the organisation of the whole administrative structure on the basis of land; its
economic essence lay in the institution of serfdom in which peasants were attached
to the soil.... It is therefore in the light of certain broad features of feudalism in this
sense that we will investigate the origins and growth of feudalism in India.

Using European parallels continues further in this vein, and whenever
there have been any significant shifts in writings on European medieval
economy, society or polity, there have been similar shifts in writings
on Indian feudalism, without, however, altogether giving up the
earlier premises.? I give a recent example of how invoking the parallel

3 Indian Feudalism (University of Calcutta, 1965), p. 1. We may, in this context, draw
attention to Soviet historiography of India relating to the period between the sixth
and the twelfth centuries. In the chapter titled ‘India between the sixth and cwelfth
centuries’, there is a section titled ‘India in the Middle Ages’, which is characterized by
K.A.Antonova in the form of the following statement: ‘Most Soviet Indologists regard
the period from the seventh to the eighteenth as the age of Indian history dominated
by feudalism’. Important ‘feudal’ developments are however located between the sixth
and twelfth century, and it is not clarified how thirteenth—eighteenth century related
to this preceding span of time. See K.A.Antonova, G. Bongard-Levin, G. Kotovsky, 4
History of India (Moscow, Book 1, 1979), pp. 189-96.

For a criticism of Antonova’s earlier position on the origins and decline of Indian
Feudalism, which is comparable to that of R. S. Sharma, see D. D. Kosambi, ‘On
the Development of Feudalism in India ¢ included in D. D. Kosambi Combined
Methods in Indology and Other Writings, compiled, edited and introduced by Brajadulal
Chattopadhyaya (New Delhi, 2010), pp. 802-11.

2 This is the impression one gets after going through publications which followed
R..S. Sharma’s classic work, Indian Feudalism. See, to mention a few other original
approaches to the problem: B. N. S.Yadava, Society and Culture, passim; R.. N. Nandi,
‘Growth of Rural Economy in Early Feudal India’, Presidential Address, Ancient
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continues as a vigorous practice in other contexts too. Suggesting
that the decline of Sanskrit language in the post-classical period for
writing both poetry and polity—as also of the rise of the vernacu-
lars at regional levels—derived from the decline of political power,
Sheldon Pollock goes on to make the following observation:*

Astonishingly close parallels to these processes, both chronologically and structurally
(italics added), can be perceived in western Europe, with the rise of a new Latin
literature and universalist Roman empire, and with the eventual displacement of
both by regional forms.

Admittedly, such characterizations of post-classical pre-Sultanate
India notwithstanding, the period has been subjected to ceaseless
empirical investigations. A major shift in the historiography of the
period has been toward the centrality of economy, marginalizing
other forms of decline, and despite variations in emphasis, the
sharp contrast between early economy and that of the post-classical
continues to be highlighted, particularly with reference to agrarian
relations and the state of trade and urbanization.’® These came to
be, so to speak, at the core of historical periodization. To medieval
historians, the findings of pre-Sultanate historians could thus lead
only to one conclusion:*?

India Section, 45th session, Annamalai, 1984; idem, State Formation, Agrarian Growth
and Social Change in Feudal South India, c.4.D. 600-1200 (New Delhi, 2000), passim.
See also the profusion of references in D.N. Jha, ‘Dimensions of Feudalism in Early
Medieval India’, in R. S. Sharma and K. M. Shrimali, eds, A Comprehensive History of
India, vol. 4, pt. 2, (Delhi, 2008), pp. 311-59.

*® Sheldon Pollock, The Language of the Gods in the World of Men: Sanskrit, Culture and
Power in Pre-Modern India, reprinted (Delhi-Ranikhet, 2007), pp. 1-2.

' Significant recent work, continuing to use the ‘feudal’ approached, is by
R. S. Sharma, ‘How feudal was Indian feudalism?’ reprinted in H. Kulke, ed., The
State in India, 1000-1700 (New Delhi, 1995), pp. 48-85; idem, Urban Decay in India
(New Delhi, 1987), passim; idem, Early Medieval Indian Society: A Study in Feudalisation
(Delhi, 2001), passim.

The position, reflected in these writings, does not however substantially deviate
from the first elaborate statement made by Sharma in Indian Feudalism, 1965.

% ‘Preface (xiti)’ in The Cambridge Economic History of India, vol. I: c. 1200—c. 1750,
ed. by Tapan Raychaudhuri and Irfan Habib, Indian reprint (Hyderabad, 1984). This,
despite the admission in the same ‘Preface’ (xi) that ‘continuity rather than change
characterized most aspects of economic life over very long periods and the view



For northern India and the Deccan, the emergence and domination of the Delhi
Sultanate marked a very clear break with the region’s political past and intro-
duced innovations of profound importance in its cultural history. By all standards,
the economic consequences of the conquest too were more than skindeep. The
conquest, according to current consensus, came at the end of a long period of
economic decline.

This, simply, is a restatement of the historiography of discontinuity!
Since the question of discontinuity is then interwoven with the issue
of periodization, it is necessary to at least make a brief reference to some
other aspects of the proposed disjuncture between pre-classical/classical
and post-classical in Indian history. In this disjuncture, the main con-
structs are: 1) an early historical societal pattern which is characterized
by a mature phase of economy, urbanized and monetized, although the
structure of agrarian relations within this economy has so far not been
worked out in Marxist terms, except in the form of reference to revenue
extraction and general exploitative character of the State; ii) decay of
this pattern, believed to have been caused by a ‘deep social crisis™ or

that drastic or far-reaching discontinuities belong only to the colonial era cannot be
discounted altogether’

* B. N. S.Yadava, ‘The Accounts of the Kali Age and the Social Transition from
Antiquity to the Middle Ages’, The Indian Historical Review;, vol. 5,nos 1-2, (1978-790),
pp. 31-63; R..S. Sharma, “The Kali Age: A Period of Social Crisis’, in S. N. Mukherjee,
ed., India: History and Thought (Essays in Honour of A. L. Basham), (Calcutta, 1982),
pp. 186-203. For a review, taking into account other dimensions of the issue see
B. P. Sahu, ‘Conception of the Kali Age in Early India: A Regional Perspective’, Trends
in Social Science Research, vol. 4, no.1 (1997), pp. 27-36.

D. N. Jha has taken me to task for erroneously assuming that the transition to
‘Feudalism’ has been ‘explained solely in terms of social crisis’ and for neglecting several
other inter-related factors such as ‘the decline of urban centres and the declining level
of monetization’, ‘Dimensions of Feudalism in Early Medieval India’ in R. S, Sharma
and K. M. Shrimali, eds, A Comprehensive History of India, vol. 4, pt. 2, pp. 325-6.

Frankly speaking, I was not aware that Marxists too thought of historical change
in terms of ‘factors’. Whatever little I know of Marxism tells me that ‘social crisis’ rep-
resents the cusp of a dialectical situation which necessarily precludes a ‘multi-causal
explanation’, which always demands prioritization. I remain firm in my assessment
of available historiography that Marxist historians of the period have so far failed,
despite the impressive volume of repetitive writings, to reconstruct convincingly a
historical situation of crisis in the existing mode of production in the context of early
historical India.
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‘internal convulsions’,* resulting in a severe decline in economy, at the
‘feudal’ core of which was the emergence of a hierarchy of landed inter-
mediaries and the overall ‘subjection’ of the peasantry.

It is not the concern of this essay to enter into a debate on this
particular construct of economic change Which has to await another
occasion), but to reassess the notion regarding periodization and dis-
juncture. Assuming that it is the history of the Indian subcontinent
that we are concerned with, the notion of disjuncture will be seen
to be at variance with what historians write about ‘major’ or ‘minor’
segments of the country. For example, if historians writing on north
India tend to view the pre-Sultanate centuries as ‘bleak’, as I have
shown them to have done, tenth—twelfth centuries, coinciding with a
major part of Cola rule in Tamil Nadu and adjoining areas, represent
perhaps the most significant stage in the unfolding of south Indian
history in the writings of historians like K. A. Nilakanta Sastri.* Nila-
kanta Sastri’s chapterization of south Indian history, if seen from the
perspective of periodization in the works of contemporary experts,
would be lacking in analyses of societal processes of change. However,
if periodization is taken as an issue at a pan-Indian level, current works
do not seem to be of much help either. I take up two recent works for
a brief analysis. Noboru Karashima’s Ancient to Medieval: South Indian
Society in Transition,* as the title suggests, purports to deal with a major
form of transition, but does not clarify what ‘ancient’ means in relation
to ‘medieval’ In fact, Karashima’s narrative starts with the Cola period,
and essentially seeks to examine the phase between the decline of the
Colas and the rise of Vijaynagar for exploring what he calls a ‘new

* R..S.Sharma has used ‘crisis’ or ‘internal convulsions’ in the sense of precipitating
contradictions in society. R.. S. Sharma, Early Medieval Indian Society, p.5; p.283fF.

% K.A. Nilakanta Sastri,. The Colas (second edition, University of Madras, 1957).
In the preface to the first edition of the work, published in 1934, Sastri wrote:‘In the
Age of the Colas, the most creative period of south Indian history, the whole of south
India was for the first time brought under the sway of a single government, and a
serious attempt made to face and solve the problems of public administration arising
from the new conditions. In local government, in art, religion and letters, the Tamil
country reached heights of excellence never reached again in succeeding ages’

* Noboru Karashima, Ancient to Medieval: South Indian Society in Transition (New
Delhi, 2009). See in particular, pp.1-26.



formation’, caused by changes in landholding pattern. Transition and
its nature are direct concerns of the other work, Kesavan Veluthat’s The
Early Medieval in South Indian History,”” in which Veluthat, taking into
account recent extensive writings on early south India on the basis
of archaeological, epigraphic, numismatic as well as textual material,
offers a construct of ‘early historical phase in south Indian history’and
then goes on to compare it with what emerged as ‘early medieval’. It
may be noted that in Veluthat’s periodization schema a clearly iden-
tifiable formation which came into existence following its pre- and
protohistoric periods would be conterminous with the beginning of
iron age in south India. The major point to be noted in the character-
ization of this social formation is that the cumulative evidence points
to early historical south Indian society as pre-state, although not pre-
literate society. This point may be taken up later; for the present, we
need to remember, first, that in the periodization, currently in use
in north Indian context, the beginning of iron age does not follow
protohistoric period but is a part of it, until further changes herald the
beginning of an early historical society.’® Secondly, Veluthat’s schema
presents a clear set of traits which mark the transition from an early
historical social formation to an early medieval formation. The major
among them are: transformation of the economy of cattle-keeping
and subsistence agriculture into one of wet rice cultivation and sub-
stantial surplus production; developed form of exchange mechanism
and urbanism; transformation of a relatively undifferentiated society

% Kesavan Veluthat, The Early Medieval in South Indian History (New Delhi, 2009).
See in particular ‘Introduction’ and pt. I, ch. 1. For a somewhat different kind of
chronological formulation see Rajan Gurukkal, ‘From Clan and Lineage to Heredi-
tary Occupations and Caste’ in Social Formations of Early South India (New Delhi,
2010), pp. 255-71.

% For example, R. S. Sharma, Material Culture and Social Formations in Ancient India,
(New Delhi, 1983), Chapters 6 and 7; also, G. Erdosy Urbanisation in Easly Historic India
(BAR International series, Oxford, 1988), chapter 4.

Also, on the problems associated with defining ‘early historical’, B. D Chattopad-
hyaya, ‘Early Historical in Indian Archacology: Some Definitional problems’ in G.
Sengupta and Sharmi Chakraborty, eds, Archaeology of Early Historic South Asia (New
Delhi, 2008), pp. 3-14; for divergent opinions on the issue, Jaya Menon, ‘Archaeology
of Early Historic South Asia: A Review’, ibid., pp. 15-38.

:
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into one of differentiated castes, and of tribes into peasantized castes;
formation of state, extracting revenue with a ksatriyized monarchy
presiding over it; appearance of an organized religion with its ideas
and institutions suited to the new economic and social order.®® A
comparison of this with the historiography of north Indian social
formations is likely to be highly rewarding. Essentially, what the above
set of changes postulates is an ‘early medieval society’ emerging as a
state society through the processes of transformation of a pre-state
society, whereas in the case of north India it is precisely such changes
which marked the beginning and maturation of an early historical
society and the collapse of which marked the beginning of its early
medieval formation. After all, it was the failure of the state to collect
the surplus production which is seen as the root explanation for the
emergence of early medieval ‘feudal’ decline.*

Apart from the implied division of north India and south India as
units of historical surveys in these views, there can similarly be many
other divisions such as east, west, north-east, northwest and so on, for
working out such regional schemes of periodization, but to continue
with the issue of disjuncture we would return to the position of Irfan
Habib by briefly referring to his 2007 publication, Medieval India.* The
work begins with a chapter titled ‘Early Medieval India, 600-1200’,
which reiterates his earlier position and reasserts, drawing upon the
writings of D. D. Kosambi and R. S. Sharma,* the degenerative nature

¥ Kesavan Veluthat, The Early Medieval, op. cit.

“ This laboured argument linked to the assumption of a ‘social crisis’ perceived
in Brahmanical texts, as a historical reality does not take into consideration as to
how resource flow could sustain newly emerging kingdoms throughout India both
in Gupra and post-Gupta periods. The essential weakness of the argument derives
from the failure to understand the meaning of the practice of landgrants—taking the
practice as a sign of the weakness of state authority rather than as linked to the need
for strengthening the ideological base of the temporal authority.

! Irfan Habib, Medieval India (New Delhi, 2007).

“2 It is curious that both Irfan Habib and D. N. Jha seem to bracket D. D. Kosambi
with R. S. Sharma when they write on how the two authors viewed Indian social
formation: Irfan Habib, Medieval India, pp.4~11; D. N. Jha, ‘Dimensions of Feudalism in
Early Medieval India’, op. cit. This indeed is a surprising misreading of the approaches
of the two pioneers on the issue of ‘feudalism’. Apart from other details, two major



of ‘Indian Feudalism’ of early medieval India. The work continues in
the next chapter, to deal with ‘India under the Sultanate’, and to char-
acterize the period in Marxist terms in the following way:*

It is not easy to characterize the social formation that existed during the thir-
teenth—fifteenth centuries in term of designations and definitions, available in his-
torical theory. The urban expansion, larger use of money and increase in trade,
distinguish it fundamentally from ‘Indian Feudalism’. The tax-rent equivalence
suggests kinship with Marx’s ‘Asiatic mode’, provided one is ready to ignore some
other aspects of the latter model...

Apart from continuing with the conventional historiographical naivete
of equating all conceivable changes with change in the composition
of rulers, even the suggested possibility of a modified ‘Asiatic mode’ of
production following a system called ‘Indian Feudalism’ demonstrates
how conceptually shaky our steps become when we surrender to a
compulsion, trying to understand any link or disconnection between
what we view as ‘pre-medieval’ and ‘medieval’ periods.

It is not that all historical narratives necessarily talk of post-classical
decline or of total rupture. I cite, before concluding this section, two
more recent general works both widely read. In the relevant chapters of
A History of India* by Hermann Kulke and Dietmar Rothermund, the
Great Ancient Empires are followed by the emergence of the ‘Regional
Kingdoms of Early Medieval India’, which also coincides with the
‘Dawn of Medieval India’ While the ‘early middle ages’ encompasses
the ‘Hindu Kingdom’, what it passes on to is ‘Religious Communities

points would distinguish their respective approaches: i)Kosambi did not consider the
practice of landgrants as crucial to the emergence of feudal economy as Sharma did.
R.S. Sharma made an inverse equation between urbanization and monetization and
the practice of landgrants; ii) Sharma’s regenerative role of landgrants in the form
of agrarian expansion, revival of exchange networks and urbanization cumulatively
suggesting a departure away from feudal formation, has no parallel in Kosambi’s two
stage crystallization of feudalism, the chronological range of which extended to the
eighteenth century. Kosambi’s mature phase of feudalism is located in a period in
which Sharma’s feudal formation would perhaps be on the wane. For Kosambi see
An Introduction, chapters 9 and 10.

# Irfan Habib, Medieval India (New Delhi, 2007), pp. 63-5.

#“ H. Kulke and D. Rothermund, A History of India, 4th edition (New York, 2004.
See chapters 3 and 4).
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and Military Feudalism’, taken to characterize the ‘late Middle Ages’
beginning with the Islamic conquest of north India. ‘Medievalism’ in
this narrative scheme is thus envisaged in two stages, although the
process which separated the ‘early medieval’ from what preceded it
has not been sharply underlined. The possible link between the ‘clas-
sical’ and its characteristics, therefore, is not part of the exploration of
‘medievalism’, early or late.

In the “Threshold Times, c. ap 300—700" in Romila Thapar’s Early
India® one comes across a pointed discussion of classicism and its
aspects which are obviously regarded as a part of a study of early
India. For defining classicisin ‘the criteria are enduring excellence and
an exemplary standard. Innovatory attempts mature into formal styles
and the classical form precedes the tendency to create over decorative
form. There is, further, the suggestion that the ‘existence of more than
one classical period may be conceded.

Although Thapar makes an extremely suggestive comment that the
period from the ninth century in the subcontinent®... was germane to
many later institutions’, it is not clear whether ninth century is taken
to represent continuity of ‘criteria of enduring excellence and exem-
plary standard’ or what the possible linkages with the later centuries
were. This is perhaps because what is taken to represent classicism is
somewhat idealized and abstracted from actual social institutions and
ideas to which qualities of classicism related in terms of their concrete
historical evolution.

To return to our position on what constituted the classical model,
on which we dwelt at some length in the initial section, three historical
traits present in it may be chosen to explore the ways in which passages
from the classical to the medieval may be presented as an argument
and as another possibility, alongside many others already existing,
of understanding transitions in Indian history. The historical traits I
choose are: i) the monarchical state as a model for state formation
which, in spatial-chronological terms was a continuing phenomenon
in the post-classical period; ii) emergence of regions as spatial-cultural
phenomenon, the regions defining themselves with reference to the

* Romila Thapar, Early India (London, 2002). See chapter 9.



classical notion of the country; iii) divinity as accommodative of mul-
tiplicity of versions, and therefore stretchable to diverse interpretations
Or tO convergence.

We now take these points up in the order mentioned above.

State Formation and its Classical links

As an evidence of my first proposition that the classical model, once
it was in place, did remain effective in subsequent periods of Indian
history, let me turn to the phenomenon of state formation, perhaps
of a unique scale and chronological span in comparison to any other
civilization. The use of the term ’state formation’ in all conceivable
contexts in historiography may not be appropriate, but the simple
sense in which it is being used here is to refer to the emergence of a
state-like polity in areas and communities where such polities did not
exist before, although state authority alien to them may have pen-
etrated into such areas. What seems to be almost incredible is that this
could happen at different places at different points of time.* The long
historical period of gestation before such polities become historically
visible unfortunately remains hidden in most cases. The Malla State
of sixteenth-eighteenth century in Mallabhum in Bengal,” the north
Cachar Dimasa state from the twelfth-thirteenth to the eighteenth
century in Assam,* the Chera Naga State, which with a strong rural

“ For continuation of the process of state formation and the various symbols and
cultural transformations associated with it even in recent history see the seminal essays
of Surajit Sinha, ‘State formation and Rajput Myth in Tribal Central India’, Man in
India, vol. 42, no. 1, 1962, pp. 35-80; K. S. Singh, ‘A Study in State Formation Among
Tribal communities’, in R. S. Sharma andV. Jha, eds, Indian Society: Historical Probings
(Delhi, 1974), 317-36. For synthesis of more recent works in a specific regional
context see H. Kulke and G. Berkemer, eds, Centres out There? Facets of Subregional
Identities in Orissa (New Delhi, 2011), passim.

¥ Hiteshranjan Sanyal, ‘Mallabhum’, in Surajit Sinha, ed. Tribal Polities and State
system in Pre-Colonial Eastern and North-eastern India, ed. by Surajit Sinha (Calcutta,
1987), p. 73-142.

“ ]. B. Bhattachatjee, Bhauma-Naraka Legend and State Formation in Pragjyotisa-
Kamarupa (Shillong, 2004), pp. 61-8. Also, H. K. Barpujari, The Comprehensive History
of Assam,Vol. 2 (Guwahati, 1992), Appendix E.
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base, developing from the fifteenth-sixteenth century in Jharkhand,*
and ‘little kingdoms’ and ‘jungle kings’, dotting the eighteenth-
twentieth century political landscape in Orissa,* are some examples of
a pattern which did not close with the ‘collapse of a Hindu imperial’
dream. These small scale polities emerged mostly in the context of
tribal or ‘marginal’ communities, but what must be noted is that many
of the major formations, a few of which I shall illustrate, represent the
same phenomenon on a much larger, more multi-dimensional and
enduring scale.

What is the relevance of the classical model to this? One is that
monarchy, its ideology and its ritual, as the ideal form of governance
even in areas which had a long tradition of ‘republican’ polity, became
the norm. This in turn would explain the ideological hegemony of the
brahmana, and his sacred text, or, alternatively, the hegemony of the
leader of a dominant religious order, such as Vaisnava, Saiva or Sikta;
the essentiality of a temple or major cult centre, and the ruling family’s
association with it and flow of resources toward the cult centre as
well as toward the ideological leaders. The ruler, to be an ideal ruler,
was projected as continuing from a chain of ideal rulers of the past,
of impeccable descent and, sometimes, of hallowed royal spaces. I cite
one example from many. The mighty Colas of Tamilnadu claimed to
have been affiliated to the early crowned kings of the Sangam poems;’!
however, the Sanskrit text portions of the inscriptions give them
an elaborate genealogy which begins with a comparison in double
entendre between ‘the Cola race and its progenitor, the Sun’.? It then
goes on to ‘describe certain mythological ancestors of the family, viz.
Manu; his son Iksvaku’, followed by Mindhitr, Mucukunda, and Sibi.
They are followed by eponymous Cola, Rijakesari and Parikesari
(titles alternately borne by rulers of the family), Suraguru or Mrtyujit,

* K.S. Singh, A Study in State Formation’, op. cit.

% See G. Berkemer and Margaret Frenz, eds, Sharing Sovereignty: The Little Kingdom
in South Asia (Berlin, 2003), passim; B. Schnepel, The Jungle Kings: Ethnohistorical Aspects
of Politics and Ritual in Orissa (Delhi, 2002), passim.

*' K. A. Nilakanta Sastri, The Colas, chapter 3 and p- 116.

% K. G. Krishnan, Karandai Tamil Sangam Plates of Rajendra Chola I (Memoirs of the
Archaeological Survey of India, No. 79) (Delhi, 1984), pp. 8.



UparicaraVasu, and finally by the supposedly historical Karikila of the
Sangam poems.

Turning to some regions of the subcontinent, selected randomly, to
illustrate the continuity of the classical model, we begin with a phase
which, according to my dating, would even coincide with the maturation
of the classical model. One of the three randomly chosen regions is Assam,
the core area of which is the mid-region of the BrahmaputraValley. Men-
tioned in early textual sources for a variety of its resources, Kimariipa or
Pragjyotisa figures in a variety of epigraphic sources, figuring for the first
time in the fourth century Allahabad Prasasti,® and the local epigraphic
evidence too perhaps locates the emergence of a local royal family around
the middle of the fourth century The use of Sanskritic names such as
Pusyavarman, Samudravarman, Balavarman, Kalyinavarman, etc. by the
early rulers, belonging to what is known as Bhauma—Naraka family; the
use of Sanskrit by them in their inscriptions; reference to horse-sacrifices
and so on have set the familiar trap for historians which they usually fall
into, leading them to conclude that the Assam dynasties of the fourth—
thirteenth centuries were mostly of Aryan origin. '

The Bhauma-Narakas were followed by the Silastambhas and then
by the Pilas. Their epigraphs which record grants of land talk of the
terrain in which villages were located, and suggest concentration of
Brahmins in the core area of the kingdom, and of the significant intru-
sion of ‘Khasi, Bodo, and other non-Sanskritic tribal word-formations
which are indicative of the substratum in that region’.>

Despite all these Sanskritic trappings of the early Assam royal
families, it is the ‘substratum’ which becomes relevant in understanding

5 D. C. Sircar, Select Inscriptions bearing on Indian History and Civilization, 1 pp. 262-8.
Line 22 of the prasasti refers to Kimariipa as one of the regions which paid Kara (tax),
obeyed, and extended obeisance to Samudragupta.

5 The Umachal rock inscription of Surendravarman, considered to be the earliest
epigraphic record of Assam, is dated to the fifth century. For early Assam inscriptions
see M. M. Sharma, Inscriptions of Ancient Assam (Gauhati University, Gauhati, 1978).

% See Nayanjot Lahiri, Pre-Ahom Assam: Studies in the Inscriptions of Assam between the
fifth and thirteenth centuries AD (Delhi, 1991), p. 38; idem, ‘Land-holding and Peasantry
in the Brahmaputra Valley, ¢. 5th—13th centuries ap’, Journal of the Economic and Social
History of the Orient, vol. 33 (1990), p. 157-68.
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the state-formation process, and the origin-myth of the local families
also demonstrates the complex procedure of linking the local with a
pan-Indian epic-Purinic tradition. All the families could be called, to
use a term applied to the Silastambhas in their incriptions, Mlecchas,
and Naraka, ‘the first king’, not only according to textual traditions
but in genealogies of epigraphs as well, himself killed Ghataka, the
Kiriata chief, at the bidding of Visnu and became king.”” Because of his
misdeeds, he himself was killed by Visnu—Krsna, but in inscriptions and
in the elaborate version of his legend in the Kalikd-Purina,>® Naraka
remained at the head of the genealogy of Assamn rulers. His association
with Visnu, his birth from Bhimi or Prthvi, or earth, after she was
rescued by Visnu as Variha, his early years at the court of Janaka where
Prthvi deposited him and his return to Kimariipa to rule—all such
details obscure Naraka’s local origin and demonstrate a common motif
of a monarchy which was linking the ‘substratum’ to its valorization
within a more recognizable pan-Indian motif.%

In the west, the region of Rajasthan is somewhat well-represented
historiographically,and the Rajputs figure prominently inV. A. Smith’s
‘transitional phase’ which he places in between the close of ‘Hindu’
India and the beginning of ‘Muslim’ India.** Somehow, the emer-
gence of the Rajputs after the ‘collapse’ of the classical order as a result
of disastrous Hiina invasions, ethnic migrations of a different nature
on a substantial scale and admixture between different ethnic groups,
has been taken for granted, and indeed the origin and composition
of the Rajput groups are almost invariably taken to represent a wide
heterogeneity. However, although the movement of disparate ethnic
groups into Rajasthan at different points of time is a distinct possibility,
the almost simultaneous beginning of a number of ‘Rajput’ lineages,

% M. M. Sharma, Inscriptions, pp. 33-5; 95-113.

57 B. N. Sastri, ed. and translated, The Kalikd~Purina (Text, introduction and transla~
tion in English versewise with Shloka, index) (Delhi, second edition, 2008).

% B. N. Sastri, Kalikd- Purina, bxxvii-xci; M. M Sharma, Inscriptions, pp. 4-10.

% My own work, in this direction, on ‘The Demon Naraka: The Life of a Legend’
is currently in progress.

* V. A. Smith, The Oxford History of India (originally published in 1919), edited by
Percival Spear (New Delhi, 1958), Book 3, section [, pp. 190fF.



which as a collectivity came to be recognized as a kingly varna-like
unit®" and which became enmeshed deeper and deeper into the
Brahmanical monarchical ideology needs to be looked at from a
long-term perspective and against a pre-Rajput scenario.A region of
immense forest,mineral and pastoral resources, the cultural substratum
of the region must have taken shape in the network of its pre-and pro-
tohistoric cultures. In the early historic period, the region was a part
of the geography of ‘republican’ or gana-samgha tradition,*® many of
which dotted the Indian political landscape till the fourth century ce
A survey of minor early royal families of the region reveals a scatter,
but nevertheless a stage which suggests that the emergence of ‘Rajput’
lineages from the seventh century was not a historical accident. A
detailed recent study of the history of a major Rajput state,* that of
Mewar, again underlines the need for a long-term perspective, the
study having had to cover a wide span of eight centuries from seventh
to fifteenth century, with different phases of the process of state for-
mation.® In the case of Mewar, it originated with the growing power
of the Guhilas with two separate segments, which covered the period
seventh to thirteenth century. At this stage, the consolidation of an
agricultural base and an ideological foundation by making grants to
brihmanas, though on a modest scale, proceeded with the creation of
a political power infrastructure. The Guhilas with whom the Mewar
state was associated were not the local tribals, that is, the Bhils and
Sabaras, and the conflicts and continued association of the local Bhils
with the Mewar state remained an important part of the local tradi-
tion. Between the tenth and thirteenth centuries, the political and
resource bases of the Guhilas got further strengthened. Instead of
a single base of power, at least six bases of Guhila power have been
located. Of these, the Nagda-Ahar family of Udaipur emerged as most

¢ See ‘Origin of the Rajputs’ in this volume.

62 For a detailed study of the so-called ‘tribal’ gana-samghas and their janapadas see
K. K. Dasgupta, A Tribal History of Ancient India: A Numismatic Approach (Calcutta, 1974).

¢ Rima Hooja, A History of Rajasthan (New Delhi, 2006), p. 139ff.

¢ For a detailed study see Nandini Sinha, State Formation in Rajasthan: Mewar
During Seventh—Fifteenth Centuries (New Delhi, 2002); also, Ulrike Teuscher, Konigtum
i Rajasthan: Legitimation im Mewar des 7. bis 15 Jahrunderis (Schenefeld, 2002).
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dominant, expanding its political base and territorial control further,
along with the occupation of Citraktita-Mahddurga (the great fortress
of Chitor)which became the symbol of sovereignty of Mewar in the
thirteenth century. Despite major setbacks between the thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries, fifteenth century marks a definitive stage
in the formation of the Mewar state with its succession of Mahdrands,
with long royal genealogies and a massive prasasti, engraved on stone,
in Sanskrit; with its control of a majestic fortress and of passes and the
countryside, and its close identification with the cult centre of Ekalinga
and its succession of Saivite ascetics.® This long history of the formation
of a state, with many parallels in other parts of India, would be another
effective demonstration of how irrelevant any artificial divide between
‘Ancient’ and ‘Medieval’ or even ‘Early Medieval’ and ‘Medieval’ is.

The terrain to which I turn now, albeit briefly, would appear simi-
larly significant in terms of its experience of state formation process in
the post-classical period. The terrain would be Himalayan, with its two
segments: the central Himalayan and the western Himalayan. In the
central Himalayas, the area in which the earliest evidence of transition
from non-monarchical polity to monarchy was found was Kumaon in
Garhwal.® The temple of Vyighresvara or Bageswar at Pothi Katiyur
in Almora has yielded a series of inscriptions mentioning Sanskritic
names of rulers and mentioning grants of land to the temple. Other
inscriptions at Yogabadari at Pandukeswar, referring to the city of
Karttikeyapura provide another set of evidence, taking this history back
to the close of the eighth century. In fact, perhaps the earliest evidence
is available, dated to about the sixth century, at another centre Taleswar.
The donation plates were issued by a family claiming sovereign status
and descent from the lineage of the ‘moon and the sun’, and, more
specifically, to the ‘lunar dynasty’ of the Paurava line of kings.

¢ Teuscher, ibid; also idem, ‘Kingship and Genealogy in Medieval Western India’, in
Berkemer and Frenz, eds, Sharing Sovereignty, pp. 63—80.

% Not much seems to have been written so far on the beginning of state formation
and the transformation of the cultural landscape in Kumaon-Garhwal in Uttarakhand.
The brief write up here is based on D. C. Sircar’s chapter ‘Central and Western India’,
section 4: ‘Kumaon and Garhwal’ in R. C. Majumdar, ed., The Age of Imperial Kanauj,
vol. 4 of the series, The History and Culture of the Indian People, 4th edition (Bombay,
1993), pp. 123—-4.



The preceding early historical phase in the central as well as the
western Himalayas was, like Rajasthan, represented by the gana-samgha
form of participatory control.’’ The Audumbaras, extending up to the
margins of the western Himalayan sub-montane region, the Kulitas,
and the Kunindas, also distributed similarly, and also known from their
coins, are known till about the fourth century. Compared to somewhat
scattered and short-lived epigraphic evidence from the central Hima-
layas, the west offers a more satisfyingly complete documentation. We
may turn to this region briefly.

The area which first experienced the emergence of a state from
within the western Himalayas is Chamba. The wealth of epigraphic
material and other antiquities of Chamba has been known for quite
some time,*® but attempts to understand the nature of the Chamba
state and the elaborate genealogical lists of the rulers are new. In a
recent work, Mahesh Sharma® who criticises some earlier writings
based on inadequate study of the available material, has tried to offer
a multi-dimensional analysis of the formation of the state and the
processes through which the acceptability of the state was established.
Spread over a period of almost one millennium-from the eighth to the
middle of the seventeenth century, the study advocates a long-term
view of the process by stating that ‘it investigates the construction
and dominance of Sanskritic cultural in complex in Chamba on the
basis of two contradicting sources, the paloeographic—inscriptions
and copperplate charters—and the vamsivali—genealogical roll of the
Chamba ruling house. The paloeographic source locates the problem
over a ‘long duree’ time framework; the vamsavali fragments it. There-
fore, the understanding of the vamdavali, both as an insight into medieval
cultural processes, as well as the pre-modern state, is significant. It helps to

¢ K. K. Dasgupta, A Tribal History, chapters 7 and 9.

% The corpus of Chamba inscriptions, constituting the major source material for the
early history of the Chamba state was compiled by J. Ph.Vogel, Antiguities of Chamba
State, pt.1 (Archaeological Survey of India New Imperial series, no 36), reprinted, 1994
(originally published in 1911). Also, part 2 (Medieval and later Inscriptions) (Memoirs
of the Archaeological Survey of India, no. 72) by B. Ch. Chhabra (New Delhi, 1994).

¢ Mahesh K. Sharma, ‘State Formation and Culture Complex in Western Himalaya:
Chamba Genealogy and Epigraphs 700-1650 c¥’, The Indian Economic and Social
History Review, vol. 41, no. 4 (2004), pp. 387—-431.
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understand the mechanism by which religious symbols are legitimized
by the monarchical institution, by arrogating history and tradition, to
create in turn a consent for its rule and its legitimisation.

At the levels of resource mobilization and achieving political inte-
gration, the process was long ‘duree’ too. Of the four phases envisaged
as steps in the movement toward pre-modern state formation in this
Himalayan region, marked by ‘severity of terrain and ecology’, the
final is located in the fourteenth century, al beit the dynamism in the
process continuing in operation.

It is sometimes felt,”" rather unfairly, that ‘state formation’ as a
process excludes other historical, such as economic, realities and simply
focuses on what is political. While such compartmentalization is not
admitted even as a possibility today, the emergence of states, when
worked out in some detail, indeed points to the multiple angles from
which the phenomenon needs to be viewed: the significant hierarchiza-
tion in spatial alignments, splits within a community and the various
forms of interaction within and outside the community, subordination
of producing classes and domination of new as well as old non-pro-
ducing elite groups, adjustment to traditional community ideology as
well as dominant supra-community ideology and so on. There would
obviously be variations between what emerge and the mode of their
structural adjustment, but state formation would remain a crucial indi-
cator of change, from all counts in Indian historical context.

Towards ‘Regions’ in the ‘Country’

Let us turn to another indicator in understanding the multiple dimen-
sions of the passage from the classical to the ‘medieval’; the meaning

7 D. N. Jha, ‘Editor’s Introduction’ in Feudal Order: State, Society and Economy (New
Delhi, 2000), pp.1-58, particularly, fn.144. The criticism is curious and an obvious
indicator of lack of comprehension of an argument. When one talks of state forma-
tion as a holistic historical development, one is obviously not wishing away the state.
It needs to be understood that sub-continentally speaking, there was, in early India,
no ‘the state’; one therefore needs to keep track of the fast-changing profile of the
political geography of the country and to envisage multiplicity of states at any given
point of time and inevitable tensions within a hierarchy.



of ‘medieval’, in which the political is always overtly accentuated, too
has to account for the way the different regional segments of India
both internalized and reshaped what we would understand as Indian
civilizational traits. For example, if caste as well as caste mobility are
considered as typical of Indian civilizational/social pattern, then the
nature of caste before its rigid formalization’'in the period of colonial
administration (as also the period of the independent Republic) in
different regional contexts may be a more historically relevant issue
than invasions into a region, the activities of regional heroes, or similar
other considerations. Considering the spatial and cultural composition
of the Republic of India, the reciprocal perceptions of its constituent
states, the modes of the articulation and assertion of their respective
identities today, it seems necessary to examine their vertical histories,
albeit only partly, and to see their connections to the major traits of
our classical formation.

In the classical concept of the country, Bhiratavarsa, with its differ-
ent directions or the dis, was in the end a list of janapadas or habitats of
people, located within these directions.” It would appear, from often
casual references, that there are suggestions of the existence of some
form of sensitivity toward regional differences. This can be gauged
from the distribution of different Prakrta groups, from styles of speech,
sometimes ridiculed;” in ritis and pravrttis, and of course, in customs
and traditions.” However, the historical process of the formation of
regions which came to coincide with the association of particular lan-
guages with particular regions was a slow one, and seems to have given

7 Nicholas B. Dirks, Castes of Mind: Colonialism and the Making of Modern India,
Indian edition (Delhi, 2002), passim.

2 H. C. Raychaudhuri, ‘India in Purinic Cosmography’; my own ideas are briefly
stated in: “Space”, History and Cultural process; Some ideas on the ingredients of
sub-regional identity’ in H. Kulke and G. Berkemer, eds, Centres out There? pp. 21-38;
also, idem, ‘Accommodation’ and Negotiation in a Culture of Exclusivism’ in Bipan
Chandra and Sucheta Mahajan, eds, Composite Culture in a Multicultural Society (New
Delhi, 2007).

7 See, for example, the Bhana play Padataditaka translated by M. M. Ghosh, Glimpses
of Sexual Life in Nonda-Maurya India (Calcutta, 1975), pp. 131-2, 135, 157 etc.

74 Rijasekhara’s Kavya-mimdmsd, edited and translated by N. N. Chakrabarti,
Rajasekhar O Kavya-mimdmsd (in Bengali) (Santiniketan, 1960), chapter 3.
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rise to the awareness among speakers of particular languages—as well
as among outsiders—their language-based regional identity. Therefore,
even though we often talk of ‘regionalism’ as one emerging trait of
the early medieval period, we cannot take it for granted that this was
so. Indeed, how regions emerged in India historically, the relation-
ship between language, other culture traits, and regions, and the birth
of a consciousness affiliating individuals and communities with their
‘respective’ regions are all areas which have hardly been adequately
explored in the context of pre-modern Indian history. For the present
purpose, therefore, only a few suggestions may be advanced. To start
with, it may not be appropriate to hold the political process alone to
be the major reason for the formation of regions. It is true that histori-
cally the emergence of ‘supralocal’ polities, through basically stages of
integration, and appearance of nodal political centres, may have been
active in most areas, leading to the emergence of prototypes of later
day political regions. However, all of this left enough spaces for new
power centres to come up. Second, as in the case of Rajasthan, despite
the emergence of the Rajputs representing a major political process
in post-classical north India, the Rajputs did not come to constitute a
single political region. The state of Rajasthan, until recently, was never
perceived as a single political unit. What was far more important was
the Rajput network, distinct from other social networks, and what,
emerging in the post-classical phase but essentially deriving from the
classical model, created an ever-active political space.

One can therefore work with an initial supposition that in the
formation of the consciousness of one’s own region, there was
a vital connection between a segment of space and its particular
language. In the Tamil early perception,’ Tamilaham, extending from
Venkata hills to Kanyakumari, was the space or the country where
early Tamil bards or poets wrote poems in their own language. It
is understandable therefore that the slow emergence of present

” K.A. Nilakanta Sastri writes: ‘The extreme south of India from the Tirupati hill
(Véngadam) to Cape Comorin (Kumiri) bounded by the sea on the east and west was
known as Tamilagam, the Tamil realm’, idem, ed., A Comprehensive History of India, vol.
2 (The Mauryas & Sitavihanas) (Calcutta, 1957), p. 498.



vernacular languages would somewhat coincide with the growth of an
awareness of what came to be later-day regional identities.

The disparate chronologies of the appearance of vernacular lan-
guages and literatures in different parts of India may have been due
to many reasons, but one can perhaps safely say that the timespan
10001500 marks the process of the maturation of most modern
Indian languages today, although certainly not in the forms they are
presently spoken and written. Of course, various stages in vernacular
compositions even before this timespan may be seen in some parts in
peninsular India, most notably in Tamilnadu, but the timespan would
nevertheless be valid for various other regions of India.”

This linguistic phenomenon of a pan-Indian dimension was not, as it
has been asserted by one scholar recently,” due to the decline of Sanskrit
as a pan-India language, nor was it due to decline of Sanskrit’s patronage,
from within an Imperial order(which in any case never did exist as a
historical reality). Sanskrit and Vernacular were complimentary, the way
Mirgi and Des7 were considered in another context,”® and, as we shall try
to show later on, both with reference to space and the use of language,
what was seen as the model was required to be invoked for the valoriza-
tion of the regional. Rather than the replacement of Sanskrit, it was the
growing need, with a much larger scale of state formation, and with a
greater need for the expansion of the network of communicaton and

7 This is the impression one gets from pursuing the several stages through which
various vernacular languages and cultures evolved in different Indo-Aryan zones in
India. See, S. K. Chatterji, ed., The Cultural Heritage of India, vol. 5 (Languages and
Literatures), The Ramakrishna Mission Institute of Culture (Calcutta, revised and
enlarged edition, 1991 reprint), part 3.

7 Sheldon Pollock, The Language of the Gods, chapters 8-10. It has been suggested,
in the case of Telugu, that the ‘emergence of vernacular to a high literary status’ did
not take place in the centres of high culture but ‘in isolated regions’. The movement
from “isolated regions’ to the ‘centre’ was a historical necessity, underlined by the
stage of change in Andhra society in pre-and post-1000. See S. Nagaraju, ‘Emer-
gence of Regional Identity and Beginnings of Vernacular Literature: A Case Study
of Telugu’, Social Scientist, vol. 23 (1995), pp.8-23. For a history of the period see
Cynthia Talbot, Pre-colonial India in Practice: Society, Region and Identity in Medieval
Andhra (New Delhi, 2001).

8 Kdmastitra, iv.51
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of the dissemination of Sanskritic idioms horizontally, that the substrata
of the Vernaculars came up in a big way, manifesting themselves in the
gradual maturation of Vernacular languages. It is not that the Vernacular
was simply an imitation of Sanskrit; it would be a wrong position to take.
But if one considers the themes of even Alvar and Nayanmar devotional
songs of Tamilnadu, or early attempts at translations or adaptations in
the Vernacular, such as Nannaya’s eleventh century Telugu rendering of
the Mahdabharata,” the point about the dissemination of Sanskritic idioms
may not be too far-fetched. It is indeed interesting that when Telugu had
been in use as a literary language for a few centuries, a regional litterateur
liked to justify its use for writing the monologue play Kridabhiragmamu,
much in the style of Sanskrit bhdnas in the following manner®:

They say ‘Sanskrit is the mother of all languages,

But among the languages of the land

Telugu is best’. Of course,

Between the aged mother

And the ravishing young daughter,
I'll take the daughter any day.

The utter linguistic incongruity of calling Sanskrit the mother of a
comparatively young Dravidian Vernacular was the playwright’s way of
valorizing Telugu in terms of a hallowed origin. The complimentary,
albeit the elite status of Sanskrit, with Vernacular languages is present
in official records such as inscriptions, in which the elaborate prasasti
part is in Sanskrit, and the official portion is in the Vernacular.®' Second,
the expansion of the network of communication also implied that the
emergence of the literate Vernacular displayed a process of integration.
No detailed discussion on this will be possible here, but it is significant
that in the formation of north IndianVernaculars, despite the vocabulary
being largely derived from Sanskrit, elements from local speech com-
munication too came to be present in them. For example, in Assam, apart
from other sources, Khasi (Austro—Asiatic), Bodo (Tibeto~Burman) and

7 S. Nagaraju, ‘Emergence of Regional Identity’, op. cit.

® V. N. Rao and D. Shulman, trs., A Lovers Guide to Warangal (Delhi, 2002),
pp. 37-8.

81 See D. C. Sircar, Indian Epigraphy, Delhi, 1965, pp. 46-60; Richard Salomon,
Indian Epigraphy (reprint Delhi, 1998), pp. 100-5, for a few references.



Ahom (Thai) too, along with others, contributed to the making of the
Asam language.® In the case of Bengali too,* in addition to the presence
of different speech communities alongside those speaking Bengali,
diverse elements such as Dravidian, Austro—Asiatic, Tibeto—Barman and
Mon~Khmer are traced in the language itself.

The emergence of regions indeed implied convergence of dif-
ferent speech elements present in them toward the formation of
a major language and of its articulation in literary compositions.
The relationship between a language and a recognizable space and
the communities located in it would be suggested by the way this
relationship was being perceived over time. Here, for example, is a
reference to Kannada-janapada, also called Kannada-nidu, a space of
both Kannada people, and obviously, of their language in the tenth
century text Kavirdjamdargam®:

That nadu which exists from the Kaveri to the Godavari, conceived as Kannada-

Jjanapadam and integrated within the sphere of the universe is the ‘ruled’ zone,

unique and beautiful.

Within this, the core of Kannada-ndgdu is surely that which lies in the middle of

Kisuvolal (modern Pattadakal), that very well-known Kopana city, the great; that

Puligere (modern Lakshmesvara) and that Okkumda(modern Okkunda ), worthy
of praise.

The equation of territory with specific language, which also denoted
its speakers, distinguished from speakers of other languages, is of course
different from the way variants within a language were given broad
regional names in the past: Sauraseni, Paisaci, Gandhiari, Magadhi, etc.®
The growing trend towards listing languages which relate to specific
territories, mostly different from earlier janapada names, can be seen

82 See chapter 27, part 3, of The Cultural Heritage of India, ed. by S. K. Chatterji, pp.
419-34.

8 S. K. Chatterji, The Origin and Development of the Bengali Language (originally
published by the University of Calcutta, 1926; reprinted 1985), vol. I, pp. 47-70; also,
Sukumar Sen, Bangld Sahityer Itihds (in Bengali), vol. I, 3rd edition (Calcutta, 1959),
pp. 7-8.

8 Translation countesy: Professor S. Settar, National Institute of Advanced Studies,
Bangalore.

% A, N. Upadhye, ‘Prakrit Language and Literature’ in vol. 5 of The Cultural Heritage
of India, ed. by S. K. Chatterji, ch.11.
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in the account of India, ‘India as seen by Amir Khusrau’, written in
1318.% Following up his comments on Turkish and Persian languages,
Khusrau proceeds on to comment on the superiority of Indian lan-
guages to both, and ‘describes the beauty of Indian languages’ by
mentioning, among other details, the particular languages which he
considered to have been prevalent in his time: “One should talk of his
own country. As I belong to India, it is only befitting (that I also talk of
things Indian). There is a different language in every corner of this land
with its own system and technique. Sindhi, Lahori, Kubii (?), Dhur-
Samundri, Tilangi, Gujar, Ma’abri, Ghouri(?), Bengali, Oudhi, Delhi
and around it, within the boundaries of this land are the languages of
India. All these are Hindawi languages (languages of India) since olden
times and they are spoken by the people at large’.

Interestingly, Khusrau then goes on to add:

There is yet another language which is the best of all. It is the language of the

Brahmans. It is known as the Sanskrit since ancient times. Common people do not

know its usage. Only the Brahmans know this language. But every Brahman can-
not claim to have mastered it... This language (Sanskrit) is a pearl among pearls.

Far from an indication of decline, this is a recognition of Sanskrit as the
most major language, at the same time acknowledging that ‘common
people did not know its usage’. Sanskrit, the model language con-
tinuing from the classical, remains a reference point much the same
way as Bharatavarsa, the country (desa) is a reference point for the
territorial segments with which the emerging languages were being
equated. We bring this section to a close by citing from another four-
teenth century document, a detailed record of land grants, consisting
of seven copperplates, written in Sanskrit prose and verse which is
followed by the record’s official Telugu part. This inscriptional record,
quite similar to other bilingual records of this kind, was discovered in
the East Godavari district of coastal Andhra.

The relevant extract, from the editors’ detailed introduction to the
text, reads as follows:®

% R. Nath and Faijaz Gwaliari, India as seen by Amir Khusran, Historical Research
Documentation Programme, Jaipur, 1981, pp. 79-6.

¥ N. Venkataramanayya and M. Somasekhara Sarma, ‘Vilasa Grant of Prolaya
Nayaka’, Epigraphia Indica vol. 32, pt. 6, Calcutta, 1958, p. 241.



...god Nirdyani, assuming the form of Brahmi, created all the worlds, in the midst
of which was the earth adorned by the Golden Mountain and surrounded by the
island and the seas; that in the centre of the earth and encircled by the salt seas was
the Jambudvipa divided into nine khandas or continents, of which that extending
from the Himailayas to the Southern Ocean was known as Bhiratavarsha compris-
ing many countries, where different languages and customs prevailed; and that one
of them was named Tilifga, through which flowed many holy rivers, contained
several rich towns and cities, beautiful mountains, impenetrable forests, deep tanks,
and unassailable fortresses. ..

Thus, Tilinga-desa (i.e. the desa where Tilinga or Telugu is the
language), was a part of another desa Bhiratavarsa which had nine
divisions and was divided into many desas and in which existed the
divisions of many language and many customs. The term janapada,
many of which constituted Bharatavarsa, did not become obsolete; it
could be used as a substitute, when required, for desa, rdstra or nadu,
the more common terms by which the new territorial segments were
being recognized.

It seems then that region-formation process, instead of being a
one-time phenomenon, was a dynamic process, and the historical
fruition of the special cultural ingredients of a region could vary
substantially in chronological terms. Nevertheless, from the evidence
cited above, it would appear that the remarkably similar chronol-
ogy for the growing literary visibility of different vernaculars in
the period between 1000 and 1500, with their antecedents going
back much earlier, would be a significant pointer to the period as
being formative in a major way. The process also, to a noticeable
extent, coincided with the emergence of large spatial segments as
political units between 1000 and 1500.% Andhra, Karnataka, Orissa,
Bengal, Gujarat, Brahmaputra Valley, Delhi, apart from Tamilnadu
and Kerala within this time bracket, would be illustrative of the
gradual maturation of this trend.

% The separate histories of different regions and the various historical ele-
ments—political, cultural, social—that went into their making cannot however
be identified with a unilinear process, remaining constant for even individual
regions. The region’s own perception about its position within a broader identity,
- and the chronology of such perception, may be considered as relevant criteria for
understanding the process.
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Searching for the Qualified One Who is Beyond Quality

My final point, following from what was written earlier, would relate
in a broad sweep to what may be called the post-classical world of
religion. Admittedly, the conceptions of divinity, religious beliefs
and practices of the period became too complex and elaborate to
be disposed off in a summary fashion even as an illustrative point.
While drawing attention to the disparate variety of faiths, attachments
and practices such as institutional rituals and their logistics, the effort
nevertheless will have to be to search for an undercurrent beneath
the pulsating waves of many streams, often found crashing against
each other. This underlying current may in fact provide an answer
as to how it was that Indian civilization, much more than any other,
which could experience and sustain myriads of faith without having
to contend in any serious way the problem of persecutory patronage
and an absolutist state religion.

That there was bewildering variety even among historically recorded
faiths and rites there can be no denial; one must notionally add to
this variety the unrecorded but numerous local community rituals and
religious observances in all localities of the country. Indeed, despite
experiencing major waves of religious impact,* both in pre-Islamic
and Islamic in its various forms in the post-classical phase, and later,
of Christianity, again in its various versions, the religious scenario in
today’s India, as in pre-modern periods, can be described as strangely
diverse, despite efforts to put major faiths in homogenous slots.

The point about underlining the prevalence of this immense variety
in religious practices is to say that the social dominance or sanction of

% For example, while the sun-worshipping brahmanas, the Sikadvipi brihmanas
or the Maga brahmanas came to be acknowledged as a part of the Purinic mode
of sun-worship, and the northern (udicya) style of iconography became the norm,
reference to fire-worshippers, traditionally moving into western India from Iran, is
rather meagre in the early period. For the sun-worshippers see ]. N. Banerjea, The
Development of Hindu Iconography, pp. 430-2 for an early synthesis of relevant material;
also, idem, Puranic and Tantric Religion (University of Calcutta, 1966), pp. 140-6. The
presence of fire-worshippers in coastal Gujarat in the twelfth century is suggested by
Arab accounts. See B. D. Chattopadhyaya, Representing the Other? Sanskrit Sources and
the Muslims (New Delhi, 1998), p. 77.



certain practices should not be taken as indicative of an only emerging
trend; rather, it may be indicative of a broader underlying and unifying
principle which may be an explanation for the fact that so many
could exist side by side, often in different levels of actual practice.
For example, the emergence of temples, and of devotional mysticism
(bhakti) of poets singing of their respective gods, was admittedly, in
terms of available records, the most major religious trend of the post-
classical period in Tamil south.”® Even gods of the Vedic-Epic-Puranic
* pantheon were of great variety,in iconographic and regional attributes,
and even as the singers in comprehensible vernaculars and originating
in modest castes, sang to the delight of an attentive audience, the same
deities could be worshipped in most exclusive dgamic rituals and could
be championed by sectarian devotees, the source of fierce religious
antagonism.”

At any given period of time then, in the post-classical period,
religious practices presented a range which seems almost beyond the
reach of an individual specialist’s grasp. The conceptions and prac-
tices emerged from their roots in the pre-classical and classical phases,
but became so vastly complex in iconography, rituals of worship and
theological orientations that one feels tempted to view the totality
of the situation as presenting a process of segmentation. To mention
a few examples, the different tiers of Vajrayana/Mantrayana deities
represented a Buddhist order which was different from other orders,
although sustained on the same earlier Buddhist ideas as Karung,
Sanyata, Maitri and so on.” The emergence of the Nitha order and
the practices of major Nitha preceptors, datable some time in the
post-classical period but better known from later narrative and

% For a brief review see K. R.. Srinivas Iyengar in R. C. Majumdar, ed., The Classical
Age, chapter xv, section III.

" For some idea of the nature of such antagonisms see B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘Other,
or the Others?Varieties of Difference in Indian Society at the Turn of first Millennium
and Their Historiographical Implications’, in James Heitzman and Wolfgang Schenk-
luhn, The World in the Year 1000°, (London~New York-Oxford, 2004), pp. 303-24.

2 S, B. Dasgupta, An Introduction to Tantric Buddhism, third edition, University
of Calcutta, 1974, passim; for a recent study, Ronald M. Davidson, Indian Esoteric
Buddhism: Social History of the Tantric Movement (Delhi, 2004), passim.
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Sanskrit Yogic texts, may resemble the dhydni-Buddhas of Vajrayina
and their originator Anadinitha may resemble Vajrasattva, but
the stories associated with the Nitha gurus such as Goraksanitha,
Matsyendranatha and their disciples, the nature of their Yogic practices
and their widespread monastic and temple bases would place them as
far apart from the Vajrayanists as from other esoteric sects and practices.”
The Jainas, also temple-builders and image-worshippers, were no longer
divided simply into Svetambaras and Digambaras; in north and western
India, the large number of gacchas represented the particular schools of
thought and preceptorship among Jainas, which some times could erupt
into open antagonism over doctrinal and monastic issues.”*
Altogether,overviewing the religious situation at the level of affiliation
andadherence, the impression is inescapable that there was intense seeking
of hegemony through textual propaganda, through control of sacred
sites and, not unoften, through iconographic representations too.”> One
may add that in this situation of institution-based tension, often violent,
within Brahmanical sectarian practices and between Brahmanical and
heterodox institutions, the arrival and growing assertiveness of Islam in
its orthodox form made the interfaith relations more grim. It is the per-
vasiveness of these conflicting pulls which brings us back to the question:
how did such mutually uncomfortable varieties develop and co-exist in
the religious space without a particular doctrine, mode of worship or
institution establishing itself as absolutely hegemonic? It needs to be

# The literature on the Nithas is quite extensive, but useful introduction will be avail-
able in S. B. Dasgupta, Obscure Religious Cults, second revised edition, (Calcutta, 1962, part
3, Chapter 8-10.

Also, Introductions by Panchanan Mandal and Sukumar Sen, in Panchanan Mandal,
ed. Gorkha-vijaya (‘Conquests of Gorkha’ in Bengali), Calcutta, 1948.

* The various Jaina gacchas, mentioned in inscriptions as well as texts of other types,
became the virtual loci of doctrinal projections and contestations in at least north
India in the period. No detailed published study is available, to my knowledge, on
this aspect of Jaina history. An attempt to study several aspects of the gacchas has been
made by Nandita Punj in her unpublished Delhi University Ph. D dissertation, Jaina
Monastic Institutions in Western India, c.A.D. 750-1300" (Department of History,
Delhi University, 2007).

% For some examples, B. Bhattacharyya, An Introduction to Esoteric Buddhism,
chapter 12.



remembered again that despite the presence of major heterodox systems,
the essential practices of which differ radically from one another, they
have historically co-existed with the practices of other Indians who
would be grouped as Hindus. It would be inappropriate—apart from
being anachronistic—to characterize this multiplicity as constituting
secularism, or to adopt a ‘pluralism’ approach of multi-ethnic, multi-
cultural existence in a modern world. One has, thus, still to account for
the history of this multiplicity in Indian history in which hegemony
in succession—Hinduism followed by Islam and Christianity—is still
projected as the natural order, offering parallel to political hegemony.
A straightforward answer to this may not be easy to offer. Let me
choose, from out of a variety of similar observations, the comments
of a casual observer to tease out a suggestion of the direction of a
possible answer. Writing in 1917, this is what Major C. H. Buck
observed:*
It is not an exaggeration to state that there are many millions of gods and god-
desses in the Hindu pantheon, and yet there are not millions of gods, but one
God; for if we question an ordinary Hindu about any matter regarding which
he desires to express ignorance, his reply would be Khuda Janta, ‘God knows’,
or, if we speak to a Hindu ascetic, as likely as not we shall receive no answer
in words, but, instead, he will point one finger upwards towards the heavens, as

though to imply that he cannot be interrupted while he is meditating upon the
‘One God’.

I would like to compare this with another resolution, arrived after a
heated debate in a ‘medieval’ text, Ekanitha’s dialogue-poem Hindu-
Turk-Samvad, over the superiority of Hinduism wis @ vis Islam or
vice-versa.”’

The goal is one, the ways of worship are different...
In place of words we have established

The word’s meaning

The highest truth pierced them both.
Enlightenment was the purpose of this quarrel.
Both have been satisfied.

% Major C. H. Beck, Faiths, Fairs and Festivals of India (Calcutta, 1917), chapter 7.

97 Eleanor Zelliot, ‘A Medieval Encounter between Hindu and Muslim: Eknath’s
Drama poem Hindu-Turk Samvid’, in E W. Clothey, ed., Images of Man: Religion and
Historical Process in South Asia (Madras, 1982), p. 77
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The argument was about Oneness; the argument became agreement.
And, more directly:*®

They (Hindu-Turk) greeted each other and with respect they embraced... The de-
pute resulted in a settlement. From differing views, a consensus was achieved...

The dissolution of mutual opposition, implying accommodation
of multiplicity in the experience of Oneness was in fact not just
an argument for compromise but a historical experience, and this
would account for the curiously complex structure and character of
Hinduism. The Sdstra-sanctioned Brahmanical religion could broaden
its frontiers only by accepting and adjusting to what existed outside
its frontiers, even to the extent of denigrating or marginalizing the
primacy of the core legitimizing sources of that religion, the Vedas.
Despite the presence of the idea of Oneness in Many in Vedic texts,
the classical model offers a clearer view of how the historical experi-
ence of negotiation between diverse elements and of adjustability was
shaping up. The gradual visibility of the goddesses on the horizon of
divinities, both in the form of actually worshipped goddesses, the enu-
meration of their various names, their cult centres, and composition
of texts around them, as well as the idea of a supreme female creative
energy, present evidence of the recognition of actual practices and the
desirability of accommodation. The effacing of differences simply by
regarding the different as another manifestation of the same divinity—is
one of the ways the web of religion could expand its globe the Buddha
could be a reincarnation of Visnu; a pot, a pillar, or a tree embody-
ing the divinity of the evil-annihilating fierce goddess Durgi.” This

% N. Wagle, ‘Hindu-Muslim Interaction in Medieval Maharashtra’ in G.D.
Sontheimer and H. Kulke, eds, Hinduism Reconsidered, revised edition (New Delhi,
1997), pp. 134-52.

% Excellent researches, in a regional context, in this regard have been done on
Orissa. The cult of Jagannitha, for example, despite the Vedic component in its concept
and rituals could find a space in juxtaposition with local, non-Vedic, non-brahmanical
practices. For local goddesses emerging as Hindu deities over time see H. Kulke and
G. Berkemer, Centres out There? passim: See also Francesco Brighenti, Sakti Cult in
Orissa (Delhi, 2001), pp. 5865, for a gradual transformation of a deity of wooden
pillar, venerated in the hill-tracts of western, southern and central Orissa in her
original form, into Stambhesvari (Goddess of the pillar) and her iconization. For the



identifying, universalizing imagination could contain major tension
between communities with different religious attachments. This was
so because it was easy to juxtapose a formless God with one with form;
a God endowed with qualities(sa-guna) and one beyond all qualities
(nirguna). Thus we find a thirteenth century inscription from Gujarat
referring to the formless, God, beyond comprehension, of Islam in
terms which would apply equally fittingly to the divinity represented
by Siva, enshrined at the locality in which the bilingual inscription
in Sanskrit and Arabic was engraved on a newly established mosque,
another dharmasthana (religious site).*®

Between the thirteenth-fourteenth and the fifteenth-seventeenth
centuries, the major articulations of religious ideas, made mostly in

general process, particularly visible in historical records from what I have accepted as
the classical phase see B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ““Reappearance’ of the Goddess or the
Brahmanical Mode of Appropriation: Some Early Epigraphic Evidence Bearing on
Goddess Cults’, in Studying Early India: Archaeology, Texts and Historical Issues (Delhi,
2003), pp. 172-90.

E. Hultzsch, ‘A Grant of Ajunadeva of Gujarat, Dated 1264 ap’, The Indian Anti-
quary, vol. 2 (1882), pp.241-45; D.C. Sircar, ‘Veraval Inscription of Chalukya-Vighela
Arjuna 1264 ap’, Epigraphia Indica, vol. 34 (1961-62), Delhi, 1963, pp. 141-50. For an

_analysis of the inscription see B. D. Chattopadhyaya, Representing the Other? Sanskrit
Sources and the Muslims (8th to 14th century) (New Delhi, 1998), Chapter 3. The
bilingual inscription, when looked at from the point of view of its bilingual versions
presents two religious visions: Brahmanical and Islamic. From another, it illustrates
what is called ‘the intimate identity of vision on ultimate truths between a Hindu
environment and a Muslim one’ in another context, G. G. Filippi, ‘Foreword’ to
Thomas Dahnhardt, Change and continuity in Indian Sifism (Delhi, 2002).

19 For example, Nanak is said to have had the unique experience of tasting the
nectar of Divine love in his hagiographies. See Ernest Trumpp, The Adi Granth or the
Holy Scripture of the Sikhs, reprinted (Delhi, 2004), i-Ixxvi. See also W. H. McLeod’s
chapter ‘Sikhism’ in A. L. Basham, ed., A Cultural History of India, paperback edition
(Delhi, 1998), pp. 294~309. The external paraphernalia associated with many ascetic
communities were ridiculed by Nanak: ‘Religion consisteth not in a patched coat, or
in a Jogi’s stuff, or in ashes smeared over the body. Religion consisteth not in earring
worn, or in a shaven head, or in the blowing of horns, . . . Religion consisteth not in
wandering to tombs or places of cremation, or sitting in attitudes of contemplation.
Religion consisteth not in wandering in foreign countries, or in bathing at places of
pilgrimage, cited by Manorama Kohli, ‘Guru Nanak and the Bhakti Movement: Con-
vergence and Divergence’, in N. N. Bhattacharya, ed., Medieval Bhakti Movements in India
(Delhi, 1999), p. 49.
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vernacular languages, show this juxtaposition of the formless and
the iconic, divinity qualified and beyond qualities; this expressed
the mystic experience of divinity in which the mystic communed
with a divine form; or, he/she could experience the nectar of divine
love which did not have to emanate from a divinity with a form!,
If bhakti of Maharashtra saints—poets like Jninesvara, Nimmadeva
and Tukirim was directed toward divinity enshrined in a temple
at Pandharpur;'” and of Caitanya and Mirabai towards the divine
cowherd of Vrndavana and his female context,'® Kabir’s and Nanak’s
experience of divinity transcended the needs for a shrine, or for
that matter, the idea of divinity located in a shrine—a temple or
a mosque—itself.'™ In fact, the shrine, and the various sampraddyas
who competed for them, were, to them, impediments in the path of
experiencing God.

91 Dilip Chitre, Says Tukd, trans. from Marathi with an introduction, (New Delhi,
1991).

2 Caitanya Caritamrta: Krishnadas Kavirajs biographical epic of Caitanya,
abridged and edited by Sukumar Sen, (New Delhi, 1983), Adi-Iil3, sections 34, pp.
6-18; for Mira~bai, Andrew Schelling, For Love of the Dark One: Songs of Mirabai,
(Arizona, 1998).

1% This irrelevance(and irreverence for things outside God) are underlined in many
compositions of Kabir:

O servant, where dost thou seek Me?

Lo! I am beside thee.

1 am neither in temple nor in mosque: I am neither in Kaaba nor in Kailash:
I am neither in rites and ceremonies, nor in Yoga and Renunciation.

One Hundred Poems of Kabir, translated by Rabindranath Tagore, with an introduc-
tion by Sabyasachi Bhattacharya (New Delhi, 2003), p. 31. For Nanak, too, it is
hunger for God which alone matters; other things are not important:

Nanak is hungry after God, for other things he does not care;

Our search is for the sight (of God), for other things

We do not search at all;

E.Trumpp, Adi Granth, p. xv

1% Unfortunately, no detailed historical survey of the sources and nature of con-

testations between different religious sampraddyas, which were not simply bipolar, has
been available to me. For some suggestions of the existence of such doctrinal and
institutional contestations, B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘Other or the Others?’, op. cit.



The point I am trying to make is not that religious differences
and tensions did not exist or that new religious groups did not keep
on emerging. Indeed, post-classical religious scenario would demand
detailed references to Tantrism pervading all major religious systems;
growth of dgama—sustained monastic orders as a major source of ideo-
logical authority; emergence of Nithas. Siddhas, Sahajas and numerous
other groups fiercely contesting one another as well as orthodox
Brahmanism.!®® Nevertheless, the nature of major religious articula-
tions across India in the thirteenth-seventeenth centuries will remain
unintelligible without reference to the way differences between gods
and gods, goddesses and goddesses and ideas and ideas could be dis-
solved in the acceptance of One as Many or Many as One.This would
create the space in which form and formlessness, quality and non-
quality could co-exist as would the mystic experiences of a bhakta and
of a sufi. This certainly should not be taken as religious syncretism; it
suggests the existence of plurality in which differences between the
components of plurality are absent at the level of the conception of
divinity. It is the rituals, the shrines and their interpreters, which are
multiple and in contradiction, not the Oneness of plurality itself.

Summing Up:The Past as a Revolving Stage

The discussion undertaken above to understand possible ways of
linking what is perceived as India’s ancient past with its ‘medieval’
phase leads us on, in the end, to a confrontation with two unavoid-
able questions. One is: going by the way we keep on dichotomizing
between north and south India (as if they were two separate
continents) and also because of the tendency to apply generalizations

195 What I am trying to convey is perhaps expressed with a greater clarity by a
composer in Bengali about the folk-deity Dharma-Thikur:

Badi more Ballukay nairikar bhaji
Sinyamirti dhyin kari sikir-mirti piija. . .

[My home is in Balluki. I worship the Formless. I meditate on the form of the
void (Sanyamsrti); I offer pija to the image with a Form.], cited in Sukumar Sen,
Introductory comments in Panchanan Mandal, ed. Gorkha—Vijaya.
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unreservedly without bothering to verify whether they would be
valid beyond a limited space, it may be possible to arrive at dif-
ferent schemes of periodization for different regions within the
same country, depending on how regions are defined by historians.
One can thus have different periodization scheme for eastern India,
north India, north west India, western India, the Deccan and so on;
and one can keep on further segmentizing these regions. However,
considering that the major historical processes throughout the
Indian subcontinent have been found to be similar, and also that
narratives of Indian history have continued alongside constructions
of the past of its segments, there should be some way of resolving
the apparent anomalies between these two sets of narratives. In fact,
we need to constantly remind ourselves—and while writing history
we do not—that India has always been a country of uneven paces
of change, and our proposals for periodization require this as an
essential perspective. If the appearance of the state, of literacy and
of urbanization is taken as three major criteria for characterizing a
society as early historical, obviously their presence could not have
been simultaneous throughout the country. In the Deccan, the state
is found to have emerged, through several stages, by the second—first
century BCE,'® either in the form of a major power such as the
Satavihana and its various instruments of control, or more diffused
centres of such local powers as Kadamba, Silaﬁkiyana, Iksvaku and
so on. Futher south, concrete epigraphic evidence of local state for-
mation may not date before the early Pallavas, although two major
elements of early historical society, namely writing and some form
of urbanization (suggested not so much by Roman coins but by
low-value local coin series), as also the archaeology of the region'”’
are already present in that society. In other words, areas in which
all elements of a fully mature early historical society may not have

1% For these stages in the Deccan, between about third century—first century BCE
and first-second century ck see B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘Transition to the Early His-
torical Phase in the Deccan: A Note’, reprinted in Studying Early India, pp. 39—47.

"7 Iravatham Mahadevan, Early Tamil Epigraphy: from the Earliest Times to the Sixth
Century A.D. (Chennai-Harvard, 2003), and R. Krishnamurthy, Sangam Age Tamil
Coins (Chennai, 1997).



been present were nevertheless in interaction with, and in fact, a part
of that society where such elements were present. Accepting this
position would also mean that the limits of early historical society
in India may not be pushed arbitrarily either backward or forward.
For example, if in the context of north India the early historical
phase began much later than the appearance of iron, it will not do
to assume that it needs to be pushed back simply to the appearance
of iron in the context of the south. The unilineal construction of
Indian history and looking at India’s constituent regions from that
perspective have, as we have seen, created problems of mismatch.
At the same time, it should remain open for discussion whether
constructing periodization schemes separately for separate regions,
which themselves have spaces of unevenness within them, would not
create other kinds of historiographic problems.

The more important issue really is: where does ‘early medieval’
stand in this idea of change: in the passages from the classical to the
‘medieval’? Is early medieval simply a degenerate chunk of time, signi-
fying in civilizational terms the distortion of classical and pre-classical
formations, and itself gotten rid of by the advent of a more advanced
age? By itself, ‘early medieval’ as an expression does not mean much
beyond creating a puzzle: it is not early because it is medieval, and it
is not medieval since it is early. In a sense, it is like the pathetic epic
character Tridanku, whose ascent to heaven is arrested and who, not
being able to descend to the earth either, is forever condemned to be
hanging in nothingness.

The enormous quantum of research on the post-classical and
pre-‘medieval’ of India’s past (if such terms are found to be tenable
enough to continue) over the last several decades should by now
point to the crucial position which the post-classical ‘early medieval’
period occupies between what preceded it and what followed. If
for a moment we are able to disabuse our mind of the enormity of
the all-obliterating impact of Islam, of Islamic technology and of
Muslim political hegemony on Indian society in its entirety, then
possibilities of viewing Indian past as a continuum open up. The
advent of Islam in India and its various forms did create wide spaces
for new sets of religious ideologues and new powerful centres of
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religious communication, but they came to exist as parallel sources
of authority, sometimes in severe conflict with existing ones and
sometimes in dialogue, and both found irrelevant by those who,
born Hindu or Muslim, were by conviction opposed to ideological
orthodoxy and its institutionalized manouevring. Kabir or Nanak,
Caitanya or Tukaram—all represented different faces of protest
against institutionalized orthodoxy, Brahmanical or Islamic, but their
ideas did not suddenly originate in a ‘medieval’ seclusion, but drew
on the continuing contestation with orthodoxy in various forms
from their past and their present.

Similarly, however spectacular the political, administrative and
economic measures of the Delhi Sultanate, and following it, of the
Mughals, the overview of the periods is done primarily from the
perspective of the colonial period, not taking sufficient cognizance
of the deeply entrenched roots of local power and legitimacy and of
the extensive scale of state formation throughout the subcontinent
in the post-classical period. It has been suggested earlier that state
formation as a political process did not simply signify the emergence
of a few royal families here and there, but a complex hiearchized
structure of an interdependent monarchical system, moving towards
greater integration and extensive territorial spread. Methodologi-
cally, the analysis of the Sultanate or the Mughal State has mostly
depended on the dissection of the centre rather than on the complex
verticality of the structure or on the nature of the resilience of the
local and regional elements in the structure,'®® as also on reasons
for the survival of regions and emergence of new regional centres
through the pre-Sultanate to the Mughal phases. This, among others,
is one explanation for severing post-classical ‘early medieval’ from

'® In the context of the regional history of Gujarat, it has been shown that with the
defeat of the Junagadh ruler of the Cidasami family in the second half of the fifteenth
century, the ‘network of allegiances’ was replaced by greater assertion of sovereignty,
Samira Sheikh,‘Alliance, Genealogy and Political Power: The Cudasamas of Junagadh
and the Sultans of Gujarat’, Medieval History Journal, vol. 11, pt. I, 2008, pp. 29-61.
However, Gujarat, like other regions, itself continued to represent a fractured or oscil-
lating pattern of domination and subordination, and within Gujarat itself, various
lineages, like the Ciidasamis continued to wield considerable local power.



the ‘medieval’ period. A study of the long—term history of any region
in India, particularly from the perspective of region-formation, will
demonstrate how irrelevant this notion of unconnectedness is.

It was mentioned before that while the paradigm of European
history decided the design and periodization of Indian history, the
idea of Indian Feudalism too derived from this apparently inviolate
design, although the task of validating it has been championed by
and large by Marxist historians. There is nothing to be xenophobic
about the use of the term ‘Feudal’. It has been used in the context of
many societies. In India too the term is a part of our daily vocabu-
lary, used to refer to domination and subordination in general. At
the same time, Feudalism with ‘economy’ as the core of a new social
formation, determining political and social relations and ideology
in the broadest sense possible, characterizing a particular phase in
Indian history, is a specific proposition, and despite its being debated
for long, requires a fresh look. The literature on ‘Indian Feudalism’
and its critical appraisal is already voluminous, but new approaches to
the understanding of the historiographical relevance of the proposi-
tion can always be developed. For the present, two points need to be
mentioned. One, while any form of economic decline and presence
of different layers of landholding—features too general to character-
ize a specific social formation are taken to suggest ‘Feudalism’, it is
made too pointedly deterministic, making all conceivable aspects
of history derive from a suggested feudal economic core. Second, if
feudalism emerged from an earlier phase of history (which has not
been defined in ‘mode of production’ terms) and continued almost
down to our own times, how would it then relate to the scheme
of periodization we have been used to work with? If classical and
post-classical ‘early medieval’ is feudal, and ‘medieval’ Sultanate and
Mughal are also ‘feudal’, how do these unconnected ‘feudals’ help us
understand the movement of Indian society? Obviously, a different
perspective is called for.

The spectre of European history continues to haunt the way we
design the textbook narrative of Indian history, particularly because,
conscious of the need for comparative history, we have somehow
confused comparison with identification. The past is, after all, a
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revolving stage on which what is at the centre today may keep on
changing with time. Whether we continue to keep Samudragupta,
Harsa, Alauddin Khalji or Akbar at the centre stage, or for that
matter focus only economy and polity, or, shift the light on Buddha,
Yaijiavalkya, Caitanya or Nanak in a different strategy of presenting
a holistic view of their ages will depend entirely on historians. The
past does not present itself on the stage; whether the complexities of
contemporary Indian society will induce historians to rearrange their
characters and props on the stage will depend on historiographical
changes globally as well as historians’ own response to pressures from
non—°‘professional’ sources. Keeping alternative possibities in mind
may be a procedure also for making us understand the links between
our ancient and ‘medieval’ pasts better. '°

% It has been remarked recently, not altogether unfairly, that ‘... the history of
early medieval India had in effect become the history of the historiography of the
period’; and further, . . . it presents a classical case of historiography overwhelming
history’, Upinder Singh, ed., Rethinking Early Medieval India: A Reader (New Delhi,
2011), Preface and Introduction, p. 1. However, the use of the expression ‘Rethinking’
implies an awareness of the need for departure from current position/positions, and,
in turn, the need for historiographical awareness at all times of empirical research.
The major shift in research on Indian history from around the 1950s was necessitated
by such awareness of inadequacy in our understanding of the trajectory of Indian
history at the stage, and not by the insufficiency of empirical research. If there is a
need now to move away from the concerns visible in research currently available,
then the alternative questions and the ways answers to such questions are to be found
need also to be rethought.



CHAPTER 1

Introduction
The Making of Early Medieval India

‘Omission and simplification help us to understand—but help us, in many cases, to
understand the wrong thing; for our comprehension may be only of the abbrevia-
tor’s neatly formulated notions, not of the vast ramifying reality from which these
notions have been so arbitrarily abstracted’.

— Aldous Huxley, Foreword to Brave New World Revisited

ARLY MEDIEVAL’, when used as an historical phase and
marked off from other historical phases such as ‘Ancient’,
‘Medieval’, and ‘Modern’, may not be of very recent usage
in Indian historiography;' what is comparatively recent is the fact that
these terms, when used simply as convenient substitutes for ‘Hindu’,
‘Muslim’ and ‘British’, are questioned.? N. R. Ray, for example, urged

' For example, the practice, now given up, of calling one of its sections ‘Early
Medieval’ was followed in the Indian History Congress; see Proceedings of the Indian
History Congress, 13th session (Nagpur, 1950); 14th session (Jaipur, 1951). However, the
scheme of periodization followed in the Indian History Congress involved dividing
‘ancient India’ into two segments (upto 711 and 712-1206) and assigning 1206-1526
as ‘early medieval’.

? For some relevant discussions, see Romila Thapar, ‘Interpretations of Ancient
Indian History’, in Ancient Indian Social History: Some Interpretations (Delhi, 1978), pp.
1-25, and R. S. Sharma, ‘Problem of Transition from Ancient to Medieval in Indian
History’, The Indian Historical Review, vol. I, no. 1 (1974), pp. 1-9. For an interest-
ing analysis of how indigenous notions of historical time were gradually overcome
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almost three decades ago that the practice of using chronological terms
in descriptive senses needed to be replaced. He argued for analytical
attempts to see if chronological labels could be understood in terms
of specific attributes associated with them. Since then there have been
some meaningful attempts in this direction. Discussions around the
appropriateness or otherwise of chronological labels are now expected
to relate to the theme of periodization, i.e. around the problem of
historical change, and to whatever the scales and processes of historical
change may have been. The problem therefore now involves—given
the obvious elements of continuity in Indian history—the selection of
variables which would purport to separate one historical phase from
another. This task obviously implies abstraction and not simply the
putting together of empirical evidence; in other words, the constructs
of both what is early medieval and what leads to early medieval are
problems related to the kind of vantage point a historian wishes to take,
keeping long-term Indian history in mind. This introduction repre-
sents one more attempt to understand, along with the other essays as
empirical support, the abstraction which the term ‘early medieval’ may
represent, both as a chronological phase and as a signifier of processes
of change which correspond to the phase. Of necessity, this involves a
review of the current historiographic position on ‘early medieval’, as
also how the passage to ‘early medieval” has so far been viewed.

By accepting the idea of the medieval—or more specifically early
medieval—as a phase in the transition to medieval, we subscribe
to one way of looking at the course of Indian history. This is the
perspective from which, despite an awareness of the elements of con-
tinuity, the course of history is seen in terms of stages of change.® In
other words this use of chronological labels like early medieval and
medieval, despite the overtones of European historiography which

by notions of Hindu and Muslim regimes, see Partha Chattopadhyaya, ‘Itihiser
Uttaridhikir’ (in Bengali), Bdromds, April 1991, pp. 2-24(3). Idem, ‘Claims on the
Past: The Genealogy of Modern Historiography in Bengal’, in David Arnold and
David Hardiman, eds, Subaltern Studies VIII: Essays in Honour of Ranajit Guha (Oxford
University Press: Delhi, second impression, 1995), pp. 1-49.

* N. R. Ray, ‘The Medieval Factor in Indian History’, General President’s Address,
Indian History Congress, 29th session (Patiala, 1967), pp. 1-29.



these labels evoke, implicitly rejects the notion of the changelessness
of Indian society.

It is necessary to underscore this point because the notion of India’s
social changelessness, which derives essentially from particular percep-
tions of India’s cultural characteristics and is inextricably associated
with the major premises of Orientalism,* has not been given up. The
notion persists under different camouflages; sometimes it stretches to
declarations that attempts at reconstructing Indian history are essen-
tially hopeless and futile.” The rejection of some of the premises of
Orientalism, especially by Indian historians, and the insistence on
analyses of social change as well as on redefining the periodization of
Indian history, need to be clarified. The perception of change has not
been altogether absent in earlier researches on historical India, nor has
there been a general homogeneity of thought as to what the stages of
change were—or in fact how change has to be viewed in the Indian
context.

For the present discussion, three points need to be noted. First, the
nature of the change which is the subject of critical debate when one
discusses the move from ancient to early medieval, involves construct-
ing in clear contours an image of what tends to be called ancient.

* For a discussion of this in the context of Indian history and a critique, see Ronald
Inden, Imagining India (Oxford and Cambridge, Mass., 1990), passim.

® For example, Madeleine Biardeau: ‘in spite of a sizeable collection of inscriptions
on stones or on copper plates, which have by no means all been studied or even pub-
lished, this evidence scarcely enables us to reconstruct what one would call a history...
Kingdoms, great and small, long lasting or ephemeral, even empires, succeeded one
another, but brahmanic India continued to adhere to its own norms; its thinkers and
authors—all Brahmans—have given her a fundamentally timeless image.. This amounts
to saying that change, when it does appear, is only superficial and always refers back to
a normative foundation ... There is simply a change of scale when dealing with India,
because one cannot ‘periodize’ its history as one does for other areas, or divide it into
territories as restricted as those of European countries ..." (emphasis added), Hinduism:
The Anthropology of a Civilization (New Delhi, 1989), pp. 1-3. This long quotation
was necessary because, as a reincarnation of Orientalist assumptions regarding India,
it gives the lie to the assertion that biases represented by Orientalist assumptions are
‘now less prominent than their converse—the biases of Indian nationalist history’.
Brendan O’Leary, The Asiatic Mode of Production: Oriental Despotism, Historical Material-
ism and Indian History (Oxford and Cambridge, Mass., 1989), p. 268.
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Second, it involves providing a construct of early medieval. Third, it
involves the methodological problem of causation, for if we use a
term like ‘early medieval’ to suggest a time span as well as an historical
phase, it is fair that we also try defining it in terms of what brought it
into being. The term ‘early medieval’ has been in use in various senses,
as has the term ‘ancient’.

This leads us to an exercise in historiography, an exercise somewhat
tenuous because the nature of the available historiography no longer
allows us to construct ‘ancient’ to everybody’s satisfaction. So long as
Indian history started with ‘Aryan invasions’ and suffered a major break
with the coming of the Muslims, we had a simple view of the ancient.
Despite the ups and downs of its ruling dynasties and the alternation
of golden ages and dark ages, ‘ancient’ was seen to continue till the
close of the twelfth century or thereabouts. Of course this was not the
only view. The use of the term ‘early medieval’ in relation to a period
which far preceded the Turkish invasions of northern India has been
in vogue for some time, although the association of ‘Muslim inva-
sions’ with the advent of the medieval period has remained, willy nilly,
the dominant textbook point of view.® Altogether, clarifying what we
seek to understand by the term ‘ancient’ is no longer so simple. For
one thing, concerns with definitions have become much more acute
than before, and second, in the Indian context a tremendous spate
of archaeological excavations and explorations has added significant
dimensions to how we view the ancient period of our history. Added
to this is the growing awareness among many archaeologists and
historians that we have to contend with the simultaneous existence

® The equation between the establishment of Muslim rule and the beginning
of a new era in Indian history which, as a sequel to ‘ancient’ has to be considered
‘medieval’, is quite strongly entrenched in Indian historiography. For example, even
though R. C. Majumdar appears to deviate from the normal convention of historians
of India by considering the time span 1000-1300 as part of a Hindu (and by implica-
tion ancient) period, in his reckoning the establishment of ‘the first all-India Muslim
empire on the ruins of the Hindu kingdoms’ did ‘usher in a new era in Indian history
in which the Muslims played the dominant role for more than four hundred years’.
R. C. Majumdar, ed., The Struggle for Empire, vol. 5 of The History and Culture of the
Indian People (Bombay, 1957), Preface, xlvii.



of a wide range of cultures. ‘Living prehistory’ is very much a live
concept,’ and the view is quite strong that many meanings of the past

can be successfully decoded only if live systems are simultaneously
studied and analysed.®

History, however, has to have chronological labels, and even at the
risk of making a somewhat simplistic equation, I would say that what
used to be perceived as ‘ancient’ now incorporates (sometimes inad-
vertently) a series of culture stages, not necessarily evolving un-ilineally.
Instead of continuing to use the blanket term ‘ancient’ for all occa-
sions, it has therefore become imperative to disentangle the various
components of ‘ancient’ from each other; in other words, to redefine
‘ancient’. One way of doing this is to identify the core cultural traits
which constitute the required chronological construct. By viewing the
transition to the ‘early medieval’ as representing a major social change,
we would identify the phase preceding the transition as ‘ancient’.

One may suppose that thus viewed, it is no longer necessary to label
the entire pre-medieval or pre-early-medieval Indian society ‘ancient’.

7 The expression ‘living prehistory’ was used by D. D. Kosambi in his article ‘Living
Prehistory in India’. See D. D. Kosambi, Combined Methods in Indology and Other
Writings, The Oxford India Kosambi, compiled, edited and introduced by Brajadulal
Chattopadhyaya (New Delhi, second impression), 2011, pp. 30-46.

¥ Kosambi repeatedly stressed that what is visible in records from the past needs to
be analysed in the light of contemporary realities. His insistence on the ‘combined
method’ is well known. I cannot resist the temptation of giving an excerpt from a
personal letter (dated 8 February 1964) in which, too, Kosambi underlines the need
to be aware of the realities which surround us: ‘I have an article in the Times of India
Annual, due out in six months or so, op Krishna ... You will see what Marxism can
do, or can’t do, when backed by field work. I should not have understood many
elements of the Krishna legend without going to talk with the peasantry,and without
my own boyhood in the village’ Basically the same idea, expressed somewhat more
strongly, exist in Obeyesekere’s skepticism ‘of the conventional “empiricist” histori-
ography popular among the very best South Asian scholars...A historiography that
relies exclusively on well documented and incontrovertible historical evidence, such
as evidence from inscriptions, must surely be wrong since it assumes that the recorded
data must be the significant data shaping history and controlling the formation and
transformation of the institutions of a people. A more imaginative interpretation using
a broad variety of sources—from myth, ritual, and popular literature—would correct
this narrow perspective’. Gananath Obeyesekere, The Cult of the Goddess Pattini, first
Indian edition (Delhi, 1987), p. 605.
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The Stone Ages of the subcontinent, the Harappan civilization, the
pre-Iron Age cultures of various regions, and even the early-Iron Age
cultures (irrespective of whether some of them corresponded to a
Vedic variant of culture or not),” need not all be aggregated together
as ‘ancient’ alongside what developed later; rather, their cultural
specificities may be highlighted. Perhaps if one insists on ‘ancient’ as
a connotative term, the proto-historic cultures over a wide expanse
of India through the Chalcolithic and early Iron Ages may be seen
to represent a movement towards an historical stage which can be
viewed as ‘ancient’. Perhaps, even more appropriately, the current
practice among historians in India is to term this phase ‘early histori-
cal’. This term gives us a better idea of what chronological span and
what kind of society we envisage when using it. ‘Early historical’ has,
for example, come to denote a phase which started taking recog-
nizable shape from the middle of the first millennium Bc.'® When
historians talk about a transition from ‘ancient’ to ‘early medieval’ in
Indian history, it is essentially the ‘early historical’ culture phase, which
originated roughly in the middle of the first millennium Bc which is
the intended reference point. Even if we arrive at some kind of agree-
ment on viewing the beginnings of ancient or early historical in this
manner (and we are making a deliberate switch from ancient to early
historical now), it does not necessarily mean that we are clear, to go
by current historical writings, on either of these two counts: (i) what
the major historical traits constituting the early historical are; and (ii)
how far, chronologically, early historical would stretch.

* R.S. Sharma, Material Culture and Social Formations in Ancient India (Delhi, 1983)
chs 4 and 5.

' For the significance of this period in Indian history and for a discussion of such
new trends as the emergence of territorial states, urbanization, the rise of heterodox
ideas, etc., see R. S. Sharma, Material Culture and Social Formations in Ancient India, chs
6 and 7, R.Thapar, From Lineage to State: Social Formations in the Mid-First Millennium
BC in the Ganga Valley (Bombay, 1984). The middle of the first millennium Bc is taken
as a chronological reference point, in comparison with other civilizations, as the ‘axial
age’ of Indian history: H. Kulke, “The Historical Background of India’s Axial Age’, in
S.N. Eisenstadt, ed., The Origins and Diversities of Axial Age Civilizations (State Univer-
sity of New York Press, 1986), pp. 374-92.

)



The arbitrariness in the use of labels appears evident when it is
noticed that both early medieval and medieval are used in relation
to the Sultanate period of north Indian history, as well as in relation
to the Cola period in south India, and equally to the Calukya period
in the Deccan.” It seems, then, that chronological labels need to be
discussed afresh by taking up current views on periodization. It is
these views which define, by implication, the attributes of the ‘early
historical’, which is posited as a social formation radically different

from ‘early medieval’.

Political

Social

Territorial kingdoms
ruled by rdjanyas or
ksatriyas, finally crys-
tallized into a highly
bureaucratic, central-
ized state in which the
hierarchy of power
based on landholding
was absent; its wide
range of officials were
all paid in cash.

Economic
Highly monetized
economy, character-

ized by long-distance
foreign trade, urban-
ization and urban crafts
production. The rural
units of production are
seen to have existed in
this phase in the form
of village communi-
ties, with communal
rights in land still quite
strong.

Crystallization of the vara system
in which the rdjanyal ksatriyas and
the brahmanas were appropriators
of the social surplus, the vaisyas as
agriculturists and traders were the
main taxpayers, while the sidras
provided servile labour. The
existence of ‘slavery’ in various
forms was also an attribute of
the period. It is assumed that the
proliferation of castes was largely
absent, and that labour repre-
sented a pre-‘serfdom’ phase.

Despite variations, an image of the ‘early historical’ does emerge
through this exercise, and, though schematic, the following may be
taken to represent its major attributes:'?

1 Cf. the chronological focus of, for instance. Burton Stein, Peasant State and Society
in Medieval South India (Delhi, 1980); G. S. Dikshit, Local Self Government in Medieval
Karnataka (Dharwar, 1964); Om Prakash Prasad, Decay and Revival of Urban Centres in
Medieval South India, c. AD 600~1200 (Patna, 1989). David Ludden seems to speak of
the ‘last century of the medieval period’ in the context of Cola-Pindya rule in south
India, but it is not clear which century he refers to. See Ludden’s, Peasant History
in South India, first Indian reprint (Delhi, 1989), p. 205. By contrast, the time span
500—1200 is taken to represent ‘early medieval’ in R.. S. Sharma, Social Changes in Early
Medieval India (cira AD 500-1200), The First Devraj Chanana Memorial Lecture
(Delhi, 1969).

12 This statement is Jargely based on the substantial research output of Professor
R. S. Sharma, among which the following may be cited as the sources of this
abstraction: Material Culture and Social Formations in Ancient India: Perspectives in Social
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The society in which these attributes developed and operated is
understood to have become pan-Indian and as having reached its high
watermark by the third-fourth centuries ap. When we read about
the transition to medievalism in the current historiography, the essen-
tial reference point seems to be what these attributes represent, for
it is through the transformation/inversion of these attributes that
wearriveataset ofalmost opposedattributes which mark the beginnings
of ‘medievalism’. To put it in terms persistently used, the route to
medievalism,in what is currently the dominant school of ancient Indian
historiography, was through ‘Indian feudalism’. The belief in ‘Indian
feudalism’ as an explanatory model for the transition has become so
assertive as to inspire, in a recent important empirical contribution
to the theme, this statement: ‘the problem today is not whether India
experienced a feudal development but rather what was the precise
mechanism of such a development’.” What constituted medievalism
and what constituted Indian feudalism are understandably perceived
differently by different historians: the historiographical ground has
been so well covered that it is pointless to repeat the discussion.!*
However, it is necessary to analyse sample views of the transition to

and Economic History of Early India (Delhi, 1983), chs 2,9 and 10; Urban Decay in India
(¢. 300~c. 1000) (Delhi, 1987); R.. S. Sharma, ‘Problem of Transition ..., ‘Problems of
Peasant Protest in Early Medieval India’, Social Scientist, vol. 16, no. 9 (1988), pp.3—16;
Aspects of Political Ideas and Institutions in Ancient India, third revised edition (Delhi,
1991), chs 23 and 24.

B R. N. Nandi, ‘Growth of Rural Economy in Early Feudal India’, Presidential
Address, Ancient India Section, Indian History Congress, 45 session (Annamalai,
1984).

' See in particular H. Mukhia, ‘Was there Feudalism in Indian History?’, The Journal of
Peasant Studies, vol. 8, no. 3 (1981), pp. 273-310; idem, ‘Peasant Production and Medieval
Indian Society’, The Journal of Peasant Studies, vol. 12, nos. 2-3 (1985), pp. 228-50;
D. N. Jha, ‘Early Indian Feudalism: A Historiographical Critique’, Presidential Address,
Ancient India Section, Indian History Congress, 40th session (Waltair, 1979); idem,
‘Editor’s Introduction’in D. N. Jha, ed., Feudal Social Formation in Early India (Delhi, 1987);
B.D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘Political Processes and Structure of Polity in Early Medieval India:
Problems of Perspective’, Presidential Address, Ancient India Section, Indian History
Congress, 44th session (Burdwan, 1983); idem, ‘State and Economy in North India: 4th
century to 12th century’ in Romila Thapar, ed., Recent Perspectives of Early Indian History
(Bombay, 1995), pp. 309-46; also, B. O’Leary, The Asiatic Made of Production ....



the early phase of medievalism in order to understand shifts in the
connotations of chronological labels, as well as shifts in the formula-
tions of explanatory positions.

One type of statement on the transition, by Niharranjan Ray,
attempts a multi-dimensional characterization of medievalism."”® He
locates the beginning of the process in the seventh century and says
it became more pronounced from the eighth century; he envisages
three subperiods within the medieval: (i) seventh to twelfth century;
(ii) twelfth to the first quarter of the sixteenth century; and (iii)
first quarter of the sixteenth to the close of the eighteenth century.
Understandably, Ray does not specify the major attributes of these
subperiods. Instead, he offers a broad package of characteristics which,
for him, define Indian medievalism. Making pointed references to
the nomadic incursions into Indian society represented by the Hiinas
and their predecessors, and using these as comparisons with develop-
ments in Europe, Ray lists these major traits of medievalism:

1. All ruling dynasties became regional, and in this sense their
genesis is considered comparable to the emergence of European
nation-states.

2. The character of the economy changed from a money economy
to a natural economy.

3. In various media of social communication (such as script,
language and literature) there was the crystallization of a
regional character—a process which offers, again, a ‘striking
parallel’ with European developments.

4. The dominant feature characterizing religion was a proliferation
of sects and sub-sects.

5. Art activities too came to be recognizable only in terms of
‘regional’ schools, such as Eastern, Orissan, Central Indian, West
Indian and Central Deccanese; or in terms of such labels as Pallava
and Cola, in which again the regional context is implicit.

When trying to identify the major traits of medievalism and situate
these close to European parallels, Ray obviously saw the transition
as deriving from a feudal process. His explanations for the genesis

5 N.R. Ray,‘The Medieval Factor in Indian History’.
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of the traits of medievalism, and his sweeping generalizations around
the medieval ‘factor’, have given way in recent years to more specific
concerns regarding the structure of early medieval India, as well as
to a greater accent on substantial volumes of indigenous empirical
material. All this has contributed to the effort to understand the
gradual transformation of early historical society.

Recent writings have also largely bypassed D. D. Kosambi’s idea of
the dual processes operating towards the emergence of Indian feu-
dalism. Kosambi’s long-term view of what he considered feudalism,
characterized by a two-stage development, namely feudalism from
above and feudalism from below,'® has not really had any followers,
although, it needs to be stressed, the essential variables of the Indian
feudalism construct are also present in his formulation."”

From what we have said above, two points emerge: (i) in the
dominant view within Indian historiography, medievalism is present
in the centuries preceding the establishment of the Delhi Sultanate,
and the early phase of medievalism has to be understood in terms of
the features of Indian feudalism; and (ii) Indian feudalism is a recent
construct, and this construct (which has to be distinguished from
earlier haphazard uses of the term feudalism) imbibes elements from
different strands of historical writing.

However, despite the inevitable shifts which occur when
explaining the formation of the structure which the construct
represents, as well as when identifying the major political, social
and economic variables of the structure, certain common variables
figure as points of consensus. These variables exist in opposition
to what are seen to constitute the ancient or early historical order.
The essential points may be highlighted thus, particularly because

16 D. D. Kosambi, An Introduction to the Study of Indian History (Bombay, 1956), chs
9 and 10.

7 For example, Kosambi considered the decline of a money economy, the rise
of village self-sufficiency, and the growth in the rank of ‘fief~holding’ Sdmantas as
hallmarks of Indian feudalism; these features seem to be common to most constructs
of Indian feudalism thus far.



they appear almost as the polar opposites of the attributes of early
historical society:®

1. Political decentralization: The conventional duality of centrifu-
galism and centripetalism in Indian polity has been replaced by the
image of a structure which provides a counterpoint to the centralized,
bureaucratic state, the crystallization of which is located only in the
post-Gupta period. The new state structure is characterized by decen-
tralization and hierarchy, features suggested by the presence of a wide
range of semi-autonomous rulers, samantas, mahdsimantas and similar
categories, and the hierarchized positioning of numerous rdjapurusas
employed by royal courts.

2. The emergence of landed intermediaries: This is considered the
hallmark of Indian feudal social formation and is seen to be linked
both to the disintegration and decentralization of state authority and
to major changes in the structure of agrarian relations. The emer-
gence of landed intermediaries—a dominant landholding social group
presumed absent in the early historical period—is causally linked to
the practice of land grants, the identifiable recipients of which in
the early centuries of the Christian era (as also in later periods) were
almost invariably brahmanas or religious establishments. However, in
the context of the post-Gupta period, ‘fief-holders’ and ‘free-holders’
are terms used in relation to secular recipients of such grants and to
autonomous holders of land.

3. A change over from the market or money economy to self-
sufficient villages as units of production, ruralization thus being an
important dimension of the transition process. This change over is
seen as deriving from the decline of early historical urban centres
and commercial networks. This led to the practice of remuneration in
land as a substitute for cash, to the migration of different social groups
to rural areas, to an agrarian expansion, and to the crystallization in
rural society of jajmani relationships (relationships of interdepen-
dence between patrons and clients). According to one formulation,

¥ Detailed bibliographical references from which these features are abstracted will
be found in B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘State and Economy in North India: 4th century
to 12th century’.
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‘fief-holders’ and ‘free-holders’ in rural society emerged as agents of
social change in the later phase of early medieval society, generating
once again such features of early historical economy as trade, urbanism
and a money economy/market economy.'’

4. Subjection of the peasantry: Likened sometimes to serfdom, charac-
teristics of the subjection of the peasantry such as immobility, forced
labour and the payment of revenue at exorbitantly high rates, all point
to the nature of stratification in post-Gupta society. The condition of
the peasantry in this pattern of rural stratification was in sharp contrast
to what the agrarian structure in early historical India represented,
since that structure was dominated by free Vaisya peasants and labour
services provided by the Sadras.

5. The proliferation of castes: One dimension of social stratification
is suggested by the proliferation of castes in post-Gupta society.
Despite the presence of the idea of varnasamkara, which explains
the tendency of castes to proliferate in terms of uneven marital
relations in the pre-Gupta period,® the intensity of the caste
formation process is located only in the post-Gupta period.? As
representing a comprehensive process of transition, the proliferation
of castes was not marked by the appearance of major groups like the
Kayasthas alone, but by varieties of other groups as well. Further,
many of the social groups associated with what was considered to
be polluting manual labour came to constitute the degraded rank
of untouchables.??

6. The feudal dimension of the ideology and culture of the period: The core
of the ideology of the periodis seen to be characterized by bhakti, which

" See R. N. Nandi, ‘Growth of Rural Economy in Early Feudal India’, Presidential
Address, Ancient India Section, Indian History Congress, 45th session (Annamalai,
1984).

* For the concept of varnasatkara as going back to when the Sitras were compiled,
see V. Jha, ‘Varpasamkara in the Dharmasitras: Theory and Practice’, Journal of the
Economic and Social History of the Orient, vol. 13, pt. 3 (1970), pp. 273-88.

# R.S, Sharma, Social Changes in Early Medieval India (circa AD 500-1200).

# For the Kiyasthas,see Chitrarekha Gupta, ‘The Writers’ Class of Ancient India—A
Case Study in Social Mobility’, The Indian Economic and Social History Review, vol. 20,
no. 2 (1983), pp. 191-204.



was feudal in content, since it accentuated the relationship of loyalty
and devotion, which are believed to be hallmarks of feudal ties.?® At
the level of culture, the decline of what was urbane and cosmopolitan
had its natural sequel in the degeneration of feudal courtly culture. The
association of degenerate religious practices (such as Tantric rituals) in
princely courts, and the fact that the new agrarian structure created a
leisurely class of landed magnates, provided congenial conditions for
the rise of a feudal social ethos and feudal cultural traits.?*

One cannot be sure of any consensus, even among those who study
the transformation of early historical society in feudal terms, on reducing
the ‘vast ramifying reality’ of post-early historical society to the features
outlined above. However, what we are dealing with at the moment is
current historiography. The rationale for projecting the image of the
period, conceived as the early medieval period of Indian history, in
terms of these features is that they are posited as points of sharp contrast
with features of early historical society. Indeed, in the available writings
on the theme of transition from antiquity to the middle ages,® or more
specifically from the early historical to the early medieval, the transition
seems the crystallization of an opposition: early medieval is seen as a
breakdown of the civilizational matrix of early historical India.

Breakdown implies social crisis, and it is precisely in terms of a
social crisis that the breakdown of the early historical civilizational
order has been envisaged. The historical events which signify crisis
are identified differently by different historians, or at times by the

6

same historian: sometimes it is the Hiina invasions,?® sometimes it

2 See the section titled ‘Feudal Ideology’ in D. N. Jha, ed., Feudal Social Formation in
Early India (Delhi, 1987), pp. 311-401. Also, R.. S. Sharma, Early Medieval Indian Society:
A Study in Feudalisation, Hyderabad, 2001, Chapter 9.

# See in particular, Devangana Desai, ‘Art Under Feudalism in India (.. aD
500-1300)’, reprinted in D. N. Jha, Feudal Social Formation in Early India, pp. 391-401;
also idem, ‘Social Dimensions of Art in Early India’, Presidential Address, Section I,
Ancient India, Indian History Congress, 50th session (Gorakhpur, 1989).

# The terminology is that of B. N. S.Yadava, ‘The Accounts of the Kali Age and the
Social Transition from Antiquity to the Middle Ages’, The Indian Historical Review, vol.
5,nos. 1-2 (1979), pp. 31-64.

% N.R.Ray, ‘“The Medieval Factor ...". See also B. N. S. Yadava, Society and Culture
in Northern India in the Twelfth Century (Allahabad, 1973), pp. 1371,
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is the expansion of the scale of land grants,” at other times it is the
decline of the early historical urban civilization which tears the fabric
of early historical social order.” R ecent writings attempt to show that
the crisis can be analysed, in concrete historical terms, from the way
the epics, the Purianas and other brihmanical texts delineate Kaliyuga,
namely as marking the fall from a normative social order which is
assumed to have been the existing social order.”” Kaliyuga, the contem-
porary segment in the early Indian schema of cosmic periodization,
is believed to be congruous with a segment of actual historical time
span. This is because the brahmanical texts use concrete social catego-
ries such as the state, human settlements, varna, and so on, to highlight
an upheaval which heralded a rupture with the past. The transition
to the early medieval period is located in this social upheaval. This is
perhaps why what is perceived as the phase of transition to medieval
society is seen to be composed of elements which were the opposites
of elements constituting early historical society.

II

A detailed critique of the position summed up above would be
redundant here; while one can insist on the empirical validity of what

77 The genesis of Indian feudalism, through which the transition to early medieval
Indian crystallized, was persistently traced by R. S. Sharma to the practice of land
grants with administrative rights: R.. S. Sharma, ‘Origins of Feudalism in India (c. AD
400-650)’, Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient, vol. I, no. 3 (1958),
298-328;idem, Indian Feudalism. c. 300-1200 (Calcutta, 1965).This also is how Soviet
historian K. A. Antonova traced the genesis and, finally, the decline of feudalism in
India. See D. D. Kosambi, Combined Methods, pp. 802-811.

# The point is particularly stressed in R. N. Nandji, ‘Growth of Rural Economy
...". In providing an explanation for the genesis of feudalism in India, R. S. Sharma
too has shifted the emphasis from the practice of land grants to ‘urban decay’, which
according to him, was the social crisis equivalent to feudal decline, Urban Decay in
India (c. 300~. 1000) (Delhi, 1987), passim.

# For details of how Kaliyuga, which essentially signifies a period of deviation from
ideal Brihmanpical society, is perceived as corresponding to actual historical trends
after a particular period, see R. S. Sharma, ‘The Kali Age: A Period of Social Crisis’,
in S. N. Mukherjee, ed,, India: History and Thought (Essays in Honour of A.L. Basham)
(Calcutta, 1982), pp. 186-203; B. N. S. Yadava, “The Accounts of the Kali Age ...".



sustained research over the years has established, it is equally possible
to detect explanatory incongruities in the way the transition has been
constructed.” Detailed empirical and competent research presents us
with the image of a society which was going through change, and no
serious student of Indian history today would now view Indian society
of the second and third centuries as having remained unchanged by
the eighth and ninth centuries; we cannot now believe that the societ-
ies represented by these two time-segments were identical.

The question then really is: what made the eighth and ninth cen-
turies (and of course subsequent centuries) so very different from
the second and third centuries? The answer will emerge from the
particular perspectives one chooses to adopt for viewing change in
Indian history. It seems to me that an understanding of the making of
early medieval India—as indeed the very rationale of the label ‘early
medieval’ for a particular historical time span—has to begin by iden-
tifying the major historical processes in early India and examining the
crystallization of these processes in their specific temporal and spatial
contexts. Empirical evidence can be understood only if we are able
to view it through these major historical/societal processes of change;
else there is the danger of isolating a set of evidence from the total
context, a sort of ‘arbitrary abstraction’.

In the context of early Indian history, in particular, this method-
ological emphasis on societal processes in their specific temporal-spatial
manifestations is important. This is because historians often depend on
one set of evidence by virtually ignoring other categories with which
comparisons ought to have been undertaken. A common example of
this lapse is the historiography of the Mauryan empire. The image of
this empire as a highly centralized and bureaucratic state apparatus
operative over a largely homogeneous culture zone is constructed
on the basis of certain categories of evidence. This image, with its
roots in nationalist historiography (which justifiably hailed the dis-
covery of the Arthasdstra) tends to ignore the distinctions, in terms of
their specific cultural patterns, between Madhyadesa of fourth-third

% See B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘State and Economy in North India: 4th to 12th
century’.
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centuries BC and large parts of the empire such as the Deccan, where
the dominant culture was still megalithic and in a pre-state stage.’!
Thus, when we talk of political fragmentation following the breakup
of the Mauryan empire, we miss the major significance of the empire
in its societal processes. The sequels to the formation of the Mauryan
empire were: (i) the reaching out in different directions, of the cultural
elements which the Mauryan state, with its core in the Madhyadesa,
represented; (ii) their interaction with local cultural matrices; and (iii)
in subsequent stages, the formation of local states and empires in the
Deccan. Looked at from this perspective, the breakup of the Mauryan
empire did not bring a societal process to a close; rather, it needs to be
underlined that, keeping specific regional/chronological dimensions
in view, it accelerated societal processes of change.*

The major historical-societal processes in early Indian history will
then have to be identified not by taking an epicentric view, but by
keeping in mind the fact that historical-cultural stages have always
been uneven over the subcontinent.® It seems to me that, viewed

*! The cultural variations within the Mauryan empire and their implications for the
overall structure of the Mauryan state, the reconstruction of which still leans heavily
on the Arthasistra evidence, have not been adequately underlined so far. For a con-
tinuing characterization of the Mauryan state as centralized—implying the existence
of a uniform pattern of administration throughout the empire reaching down to all its
units—see R. S. Sharma, Aspects of Political Ideas and Institutions in Ancient India, third
revised edition (Delhi, 1991), ch. 23, Appendix to ch. 23 and ch. 24. For some recent
relevant discussions, see G. M. Bongard-Levin, Mauryan India (New Delhi, 1985), ch.
IV; Romila Thapar, “The State as Empire’ in H. J. M. Claessen and Peter Skalnik, eds,
The Study of the State (The Hague, 1981), pp. 409-26; idem, The Mauryas Revisited
(S. G. Deuskar Lectures on Indian History, 1984) (Calcutta, 1987), pp. 1-31;
G. Fussman, ‘Central and Provincial Administration in Ancient India: The Problem of
the Mauryan Empire’, The Indian Historical Review, vol. 14, nos. 1-2 (1987-88), pp.
43-72.

% For discussions relating to Kalinga and the Deccan, see S. Seneviratne, ‘Kalinga
and Andhra: The Process of Secondary State Formation in Early India’, The Indian
Historical Review, vol. 7, nos. 1-2 (1980-1), pp. 54-69; also B. D. Chattopadhyaya,
‘Transition to the Early Historical Phase in the Deccan: A Note’, in B. M. Pande and
B. D. Chattopadhyaya, eds, Archaeology and History (Essays in Memory of Sri A. Ghosh),
vol. 2 (Delhi, 1987), pp. 727-32.

* For a statement of how geographers view the hierarchy of regions, and how such
perceptions can relate fruitfully to the study of early Indian cultural patterns—not in



from this perspective, it should be possible to identify at least three
major processes which were operative through all the phases of Indian
history, and through early Indian history in particular. These processes
were: (i) the expansion of state society through the process of local
state formation; (i) the peasantization of tribes and caste formation;
and (iii) cult appropriation and integration. Obviously, these processes
were not unrelated to one another, and together they constitute a
cultural matrix which came to acquire over the centuries a recogniz-
able shape at the subcontinental level, including in areas which had
initially remained peripheral

Identifying these societal processes and underlining them as the
mechanism of integration do not mean taking an epicentric position.
On the contrary, they point to the need to understand how historical
regions emerge with distinct personalities—not by being submerged
by a single, predetermined cultural pattern but by responding to, and
in turn reshaping with a broad range of variations, an ever dynamic
pattern whose dominant political, social, economic and cultural
dimensions could be recognized at a pan-Indian level. The making
of early medieval India, if we adopt this perspective, may thus have
to be seen in terms of the scale of certain fundamental movements
within the regional and local levels, and not in terms of the crisis of a
pre-existent, pan-Indian social order.

isolation but in their interrelatedness—see B. Subbarao, The Personality of India, second
edition (Baroda, 1958), chs I and II. Cf. also the relevant remarks by the Allchins:‘One
of the distinctive features of South Asian culture in historic and recent times is the way
in which it has encapsulated communities at many different cultural and technological
levels, allowing them, to a large extent, to retain their identity and establish intercom-
munity relationships’. And further: ‘We must recall that in the Indian subcontinent
distinct, self-contained social groups, at different levels of cultural and technological
development, survived right into this century. They include hunting and collecting
tribes, pastoral nomads, shifting cultivators, traditional settled agriculturists, modern
“developed” agriculturists, and several levels of urban industrial society, all co-existing
and economically interdependent. This provides us with a basic model for past devel-
opments’. Bridget and Raymond Allchin, The Rise of Civilization in India and Pakistan
(reprinted New Delhi, 1989), pp. 11, 62.

3 This point was made earlier in B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘Political Processes and
Structure of Polity in Early Medieval India: Problems of Perspective’, pp. 10-11.
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II1

It is necessary to elucidate this position by referring to some of the
important evidence which has a bearing upon the processes mentioned
above. This evidence relates to specific contexts within the formation
of regional societies. Chronologically, the period between the third
and sixth centuries, but more particularly the period after the sixth
century, was marked by an increasing scale of local state formation.
This process is suggested by the emergence of different categories of
ruling lineages distributed over regions which geographers like to put
under different labels.*

To illustrate this process, I would like to cite examples from two
time-brackets: the third-sixth centuries and the sixth-tenth centuries.
In theVidarbha region of north-east Maharashtra, archaeology reveals
a sequence of cultures which, as in many other regions, stretches
from the marginally Chalcolithic through the Megalithic to the early
historical urban phase.*® As a region, early historical Vidarbha was a
part of the major territorial kingdom of the Sitavihanas, but the local
state of Vidarbha, with an extensive agrarian base, came into existence
only in the form of the Vikitaka lineage from the middle of the third
century AD.”” Going by the nature of the hypothesis being formulated

% See note 33. The notion of regions, starting from what are considered ‘perennially
nuclear’ to others down the scale, is present in O. H. K. Spate and A.T. A. Learmonth,
India and Pakistan (Land, People and Economy) (Delhi, 1972), part 2. A familiarity with
the notion of regions has proved of great use in understanding the differential chronol-
ogy and scale of local-level state formation. This represents a distinct advance from the
position which assumed the existence of states in all regions of India simultaneously, or
which viewed the study of dynastic history as equivalent to the study of the state.

% For a brief statement on the sequence of archaeological cultures in Vidarbha,
dating back, in limited finds, to ‘aceramic microlithic’ through the Chalcolithic to early
historic cultures, see Amarendra Nath, ‘Archaeology of the Wardha Wainganga Divide’,
Puratattva (Bulletin of the Indian Archaeological Society), no. 20 (1989-90), pp. 93-8.
For a synthesis of data on the Megalithic cultures of the region, see K. K. Singh, ‘Study
of Some Aspects of the Megalithic culture of Vidarbha’, unpublished M. Phil, disserta-
tion, Centre for Historical Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University (New Delhi, 1986).

*” For a recent study of the agrarian base of the Vikitaka kingdom, based on a study
of its land grants, see K. M. Shrimali, Agrarian Structure in Central India and the Northern
Deccan (A Study in Vikataka Inscriptions) (Delhi, 1987).



regarding the breakdown of the early historical social order, one may
encounter the suggestion that the agrarian kingdom of the Vakatakas
was a consequence of the decline of the early historical urban centres
of Vidarbha.*® But the connection appears, even on the face of it, to
be rather tenuous, and in any case impossible to validate empirically.
Such a connection would also leave unexplained how the lineages
of the Iksvakus, the early Pallavas and the early Kadambas (to name
only a few) arose in other parts of the Deccan more or less in the
same period.*

In the post-sixth century the scale of the formation of local states
and the transformation of some of them into major, regional state
structures became much more historically significant. These state
structures, the rise of which can be located between the seventh and
tenth centuries and which can be placed in all the major regions,* are
tamiliar to every student of Indian history. The point of significance is
not their genealogical or military history but the fact that, examined
closely, they all display trends which worked towards the formation
of the regional political, economic and socio-religious order. These
trends separate them from those of state formation in the early histori-
cal period. I shall return to this issue later.

% For a brief resumé of the urban settlements of Vidarbha such as Pauni, Paunar,
Kaundinyapura, etc. and the extent of their chronological span, see R. S. Sharma,
Urban Decay in India, pp. 74-8.

¥ For these post-Sitavihana local ruling families which emerged in different parts
of the Deccan and adjoining regions, see R. C. Majumdar, ed., The Age of Imperial
Unity (vol. 2 of The History and Culture of the Indian People) (Bombay, 3rd impression,
1960), ch. 14.

% Since the primary concerns of eatly India’s historians have been centred on
reconstructing the genealogies and chronologies of ruling families, and on statements
about dynastic achievements, the crucial dimensions which have generally been over-
looked are: (i) how the emergence of ruling lineages in different areas bears upon
the problem of local-level state formation and regional political structure; (ii) how
the phenomenon relates to local-level stratification and its agrarian order, and so on.
For an idea of the scale and nature of the emergence of local ruling lineages in the
two phases mentioned above, see R.S. Sharma, Urban Decay in India;]. G. De Casparis,
‘Inscriptions and South Asian Dynastic Tradition’, in R. J. Moore, ed. Tradition and
Politics in South Asia (New Delhi, 1979), pp. 103-27; and B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘Politi-
cal Processes and Structure of Polity in Early Medieval India’.
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I have picked on the process of local state formation, despite the
presence of large territorial states in the early historical period, as
exemplifying the process of transition. This is because when studied
in the context of its local manifestation, state formation makes intel-
ligible a wide range of relationships, whereas discussions regarding
the state from ‘the stratosphere of a rarified concept’ rarely succeed in
grasping such relationships. At one level, the process of state forma-
tion between the third-fourth and the sixth-tenth centuries resolved
one outstanding issue: monarchy became the norm of polity. This
vindicated Brahmanical monarchical ideology, the view that anarchy
pervaded the vacuums which signified an absence of monarchy.* The
significance of this resolution was not limited to the political sphere,
for even before the fourth century there was no opposition between
heterodoxy and kingship; what it signified more importantly was the
ultimate affirmation of the Brahmanical view of the varna order in the
political context. This was the most comprehensive framework of social
stratification available, and its expansion in the form of vamasamkara
was capable of both a horizontal and vertical spread. Since the frame-
work was pliable, it left the working out of actual social details to their
temporal-spatial contexts. Channels were available for the processes of
social mobility, either in the form of movements within the hierarchy
envisaged in the social order, or through the organization of protests
against the ordering of the hierarchy.*

“ For a theoretical correlation between the absence of the monarch and anarchy,
particularly within Brihmanical ideology, see Romila Thapar, From Lineage to State
(Social Formations in the Mid-First Millennium BC in the Ganga Valley), p. 118; idem, Exile
and the Kingdom: Some Thoughts on the Ramayana (Bangalore, 1978), pp. 10, 28.

* This mobility took the form of segmentation and stratification within a com-
munity, with one segment emerging as an elite group, mostly by acquiring political
power and an economic base. See B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘Origin of the Rajputs: The
Political, Economic and Social Processes in Early Medieval Rajasthan’, The Indian
Historical Review, vol. 3, no. I (1976), pp. 64-5; and S. Jaiswal, ‘Studies in Early Indian
Social History: Trends and Possibilities’, The Indian Historical Review, vol. 6, nos. 1-2
(1979-80), pp. 1-63. There is also enough evidence to show that protests against the
ordering of hierarchy as envisaged in the varna ideology (which gave predominance to
Brahmanas) were quite common. Dissenting groups such as the Siddhas rejected varma
altogether (see notes 67 and 68), and protests could also take the form of individual



In addition to the dimension of ideology, to which was related the
legitimation of royalty, the use of the term ‘state’ immediately implies
(i) the existence of a resource base capable of generating a surplus;
and (ii) the existence of a structure of relationships of domination
and subordination. My contention is that if one were to examine the
nature of the interrelatedness between the major societal processes
identified above, we would reach an understanding of what precisely
was activated by state formation. For example, if a recurrent motif of
change in Indian society (and for the moment let us take this as an
ahistorical abstraction) was the transformation of tribes into peasantry,
then state formation, as a catalyst in the historical process, can be seen
to accommodate several levels in the relationship of domination and
subordination. Further, it points to the dominant strand in the total
structure of such relations. In other words the extension of the state
in pre-state societies, in those cases where state societies continued
over centuries (either through conquest or through the emergence of
local ruling lineages), inevitably brought about a range of changes in a
region or in a community hitherto without the state sort of political
formation. A state would integrate as well as disintegrate; it would
create a distinct stratum of ruling elites and, in doing so, cause ruptures
within communities which had remained largely undifferentiated.”

families, which wielded considerable political power, associating themselves with the
Sadra varma in order to claim a purity greater than the other vamas. See S. Jaiswal,
“Varna Ideology and Social Change’, Social Scientist, vol. 19, nos 3—4 (1991), p. 47.The
genesis of such early medieval ideas and movements as Viradaivism (which acquired a
massive social following in the Deccan) lay in protests against vama hierarchy as well
as against the ideological and economic dominance of Brihmanas in society. See
R. N. Nandji, ‘Origin of the Virasaiva Movement’, The Indian Historical Review, vol. 2,
no. I (1975), pp. 32—46.

# The volume of literature on early state formation is enormous. But the relevance
of much of this literature for analysis of evidence from societies in which states had
long been in existence is somewhat limited. However, the following works offer
varied viewpoints on the implications of the emergence of the state in eatly societies:
H. J. M. Claessen and Peter Skalnik, eds, The Early State (Mouton Publishers, 1978);
idem, The Study of the State (Mouton Publishers, 1981); Morton Fried, The Evolution
of Political Society (New York, 1967); R.. Cohen and E. R.. Service, Origins of the State:
The Anthropology of Political Evolution (Philadelphia, 1978); and H. J. M. Claessen and
PVan de Velde, eds, Early State Dynamics (Leiden, 1987).
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The formation of relationships of domination and subordination
thus cannot be viewed entirely as the superimposition of extraneous
elements upon a community; nor is stratification simply a dichoto-
mous relationship between such elements and a pristine community.*
In other words it is sharp fissions within communities and regions and
the emergence of a complex of relations of domination and subordi-
nation which characterize a regional state society; this is irrespective of
whether the polities representing such societies remained autonomous
or semi-autonomous from, or became parts of, large state structures.*

In Rajasthan—the region from which [ have analysed some of
the empirical material*—the period approximately after the seventh
century witnessed significant changes. The proliferation of ruling
lineages, which over time came to constitute the social category called
‘Rajput’, was initially spread over the period from the seventh to the
tenth centuries. The process which crystallized in the formation of this
social category drew in non-indigenous communities like the Hiinas, as
well as indigenous lineages like the Guhilas and the Caulukyas. In some
cases, the integration of lineages bearing the same clan name laid the
foundation of a stable state structure. This happened in the case of the

“ The use of terms such as ‘village community’ when applied to residents of a
settled village which constituted a basic unit in a state, thus stands in the way of a
proper understanding of rural social structure in the context of state society. If the
residents of a village were differentiated in various ways, then constructing them into
a ‘community’ would serve little purpose: intra-village as well as inter-village and
trans-village networks would depend on how sections of rural residents were aligned
across village boundaries. For relevant discussions, see B. D. Chattopadhyaya, Aspects
of Rural Settlements and Rural Society in Early Medieval India, particularly, pp. 125-31.
In the specific context of early Bengal, a detailed study is available in R. Furcic,
‘Rural Society and Social Networks in Early Bengal from the Fifth to the Thirteenth
Century’, Ph.D dissertation, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, 2007.

“ This is why the concept ‘segmentary state’, when applied to such large territorial
kingdoms as the Cola, makes no sense. That concept is concerned merely with a
superficial appraisal of how political powers representing different scales may have
related to one another, not with the more vital dimension of their vertical structures.
For bibliography and discussion, see B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘Political Processes and
Structure of Polity in Early Medieval India: Problems of Perspective’.

“ See the relevant essays included in this collection and in Aspects of Rural Settle-
ments and Rural Society in Early Medieval India, ch. 3.



Guhilas, several lineages of which were initially distributed over Gujarat
and Rajasthan. By the twelfth-thirteenth centuries the Nagda-Ahar
lineage of the Guhilas, which controlled the nuclear area of Mewar, had
emerged as the most important lineage, preparing a stable base for the
medieval state of Mewar.*” In other parts of Rajasthan land grants as well
as other varieties of grants after the seventh-eighth centuries point to the
emergence of agrarian bases, supported in some areas by well irrigation.
This was also the period when tribal and pastoral groups started getting
either marginalized or began figuring, at least in epigraphic records, as
cultivators. One specific case was the Gurjaras, who are mentioned as
cultivators. But it should be noted that several ruling families of western
India were likely to have emerged out of Gurjara stock.

The simultaneous operation of several processes of change in situations
of regional state formation can be seen by making cross-regional refer-
ences. The pattern was obviously not identical everywhere. For example,
if one refers to the Orissa of the period between the fourth century and
the mid-twelfth century in terms of three sub-phases (fourth-seventh
centuries, seventh-tenth centuries and tenth-mid-twelfth centuries),
one notices constant shifts in centres of power and the formation of
new lineages side by side with the existence of some stable lineages. This
goes on till the establishment of the major power of the Coda-Gangas
in the eleventh century.*® The implication of this political geography of
Orissa between the fourth century and the mid-twelfth century is that
the various loci of the ruling families which emerged were also, as the
land grants tell us, the agrarian resource bases of such families. One can
go further south and note how the formation of agrarian regions, in
the context of the regional political structure, was taking place. It has
been contended quite correctly that although the origins of the various
sub-regions of Tamil Nadu go back to the early centuries,

7 The history of the Guhila lineages of this phase and of the ascendancy of the
Nagda-Ahar lineage has been worked out by Nandini Sinha, ‘The Guhila Lineages
and the Emergence of State in Farly Medieval Mewar’, unpublished M. Phil disserta-
tion, Centre for Historical Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University (New Delhi, 1988).

# The history and geographical disrribution pattern of the ruling families of Orissa
in this period are available in Upinder Singh, Kings, Brahmanas and Temples in Orissa:
An Epigraphic Study AD 300-1147 (Delhi, 1994).
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their development as agrarian regions, resource bases and cultural subregions took
place over several centuries (seventh-thirteenth centuries). The earlier period was
that of the Pallavas and Pandyas (seventh to ninth centuries) followed by the Co-
las (ninth to thirteenth centuries), particularly the last of them ... In a sense, the
macro-region evolved with the distinctive socio-political culture which developed
under the Colas.®

As in the case of some areas of Rajasthan, the expansion of agrarian
base and rural settlement region in Tamil Nadu too was linked with the
expansion of irrigation networks. ‘There is a general correspondence
between the steady increase in irrigation works and the increase in the
nadus under the Pallavas and early Colas’.*® In fact one would suspect
that the generalization made about Tamil Nadu would be applicable
to other parts of peninsular India, though the pace and chronology
of the formation of agrarian regions in such parts may have been
somewhat different.

If we are willing to accept—and this will depend on how intent
we are on departing from the overwhelmingly dominant notion—
that local/sub-regional or regional state formation did not necessarily
derive from the fragmentation of a given state structure, and that the
stabilization of a state structure at local and regional levels implied
changes of various dimensions, then it will be possible to turn to the
other major societal process mentioned earlier, namely the peasantiza-
tion of tribes and their absorption into the dominant social order
as caste categories. Our readiness to accept an alternative perspec-
tive may also help us resolve certain anomalies which exist in our
understanding of the conditions of the peasantry.

“ R. Champakalakshmi, ‘The Study of Settlement Patterns in the Cola Period:
Some Perspectives’, Man and Environment, vol. 14, no. T (1989), p. 92.

50 Ibid., p. 97.This seems to correspond to Burton Stein’s formulation regarding the
expansion of settled agriculture and the acceleration in the pace of nidu formation in
the Pallava-Cola periods. See Peasant State and Society in Medieval South India, ch. 2. For
the importance of the Pallava-Pandya phase as marking a major beginning in irrigation
works, see V. Venkayya, ‘Irrigation in Southern India in Pallava Times’, Archaeological
Survey of India: Annual Report 190304, pp. 202-11; and Rajan Gurukkal, ‘Aspects of
the Reservoir System of Irrigation in the Early Pindya State’, Studies in History, new
series, vol. 2, no. 2 (1986), pp. 155-64.



The anomaly can be stated in the following terms. It is often believed
that the position of the Vaisya varpa, traditionally associated with cattle-
keeping, agriculture and commerce, declined gradually as a result of the
decline of long-distance commerce, and that the position of the Stdras,
whose ranks swelled through the assimilation of ‘numerous aboriginal
tribes and foreign elements’ improved. In one formulation ‘the new
Stidras do not seem to have been recruited as slaves and hired labour-
ers like their older counterparts. They pursued their old occupations
and were possibly taught new methods of agriculture, which gradu-
ally turned them into tax-paying peasants’.> At the same time it has
been repeatedly stressed that the early medieval peasantry was a ‘subject
peasantry’, their condition having undergone radical and adverse
changes through the practice of land grants which introduced a layer of
intermediaries between the state and the peasants.” The formulations
in fact envisage two contradictory positions: (i) the ‘subjection of the
peasantry’, their subjection having been generated by the practice of
land grants.> This formulation thus does not seem to relate to the Vaisya
peasants of the early historical period, whose economic and social status
is believed to have declined because of the decline of commerce;* and
(i) the majority of the cultivators were by now tribes turned into tax-
paying Stidra peasants; these were no longer recruited as slaves and hired
labourers, as were their older counterparts.®

This anomaly may be resolved if we get away from the Dharmasistra
category of the Siidra varna. This latter, when it related to the context of

31 R S. Sharma, Sadras in Ancient India (A Social History of the lower order down
to ¢. AD 600), revised second edition (Delhi, 1980), pp. 240-1.

52 The view that landed intermediaries undermined the cultivators through the
practice of land grants has been most emphatically presented in R. S. Sharma, Indian
Feudalism, and idem, ‘How Feudal was Indian Feudalism?’, in The Journal of Peasant
Studies, vol. 12, nos. 2-3, special issue edited by T. J. Byres and H. Mukhia (1985), pp.
19-43. See, for the use of the term ‘subject peasantry’. B. N. S.Yadava, ‘Immobility
and Subjection of Indian Peasantry in Early Medieval Complex’, The Indian Historical
Review, vol. I, no. 1 (1974), pp. 18-27.

53 In addition to the references cited in note 52, see bibliography in B. D. Chatto-
padhyaya, ‘State and Economy in Northern India: Fourth century to 12th century’.

3 R S. Sharma, Stdras in Ancient India, ch. 8.

5 Ibid., pp. 240-1.
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assimilated tribes and other ethnic elements, was in any case a product
of the ‘fiction of varna-sarikara’ (intermixture of varnas).> Instead, we
should examine the actual cultivating categories in different regional
contexts. In fact, when I refer to cultivating groups in the post-Gupta
period, I do not refer to them simply as Stdras. I either use the status
in terms of which they were known, or I use the specific names given
to them in the sources. In Bengal, for example, the evidence from the
Gupta period onwards refers to kufumbins, mahattaras, mahdmahattaras
and to other categories who must have corresponded to different
land-owning groups, including Brahmanas.>” Parallel references would
be to die Kaivarttas who, in the context of the Pila period, must
have constituted a formidable community of cultivators. In addition
to other types of evidence, the sustained (and for a period success-
ful) peasant resistance put up by the Kaivarttas against Pila rule bears
adequate witness to this.> There is the occasional mention of groups
of like vardhakis (carpenters)® or carmakdras (leather workers) either

* Ibid. As R. S. Sharma correctly points out: ‘The non-Sanskritic names of many
of these mixed castes and their description as tribes or occupations at different places
suggest that these were older tribes or occupations improvised into castes ..." (Sidras
in Ancient India, p. 336). And yet, by undetlining conquests, territorial expansions
and the ‘practice of planting brihmanas in the tribal areas through land grants’ (ibid.,
pp. 337, 339) as the only mechanism through which transformation of tribes took
place, he misses out on the process of change from below. In the period identified
as early medieval, it was, as it has been shown in this essay, the changes from within
localities and regions which alone can point to the ways in which not only were
regional communities transformed but were hierarchized as well.

%" For the implications of these references, sec B. D. Chattopadhyaya, Aspects of Rural
Settlements and Rural Society in Early Medieval India, pp. 47-53 and 128-29.

% See R. S. Sharma, ‘Problems of Peasant Protest in Early Medieval India’, Social
Scientist, vol. 16, no0. 9 (184) (1988), pp. 3—16. However, the nature of Kajvartta rebel-
lion which brought Pila rule to a close (for some time) would hardly suggest that
they were ‘subject peasants’ ; from all accounts they would appear to have been a
formidable peasant community of eastern India.

% For references to individual carpenters owning plots of cultivated land in the
late Gupta period, see D. C. Bhattacharyya, ‘A Newly Discovered Copper Plate from
Tippera’, The Indian Historical Quarterly, vol. 6 (1930), pp. 54—60; and D. C. Sircar, Select
Inscriptions Bearing on Indian History and Civilization, vol. I (University of Calcutta,
second revised edition, 1965), pp. 340-5.



owning plots of land or having received land from the king to provide
services to a newly established temple.®® Attempts at systematization
are evident from the Purinic literature. This not only relates diverse
groups to the varna category but also makes distinctions between dif-
ferent tiers of a single varma such as Sadra.®*

The correlation between peasant economy based on wet-rice cultiva-
tion, and rural caste structure which derived essentially from a gradual
transformation of a tribal region, is more evident from the inscriptions of
Assam, which can be dated between the fifth and the thirteenth centuries.
Several points which emerge from these inscriptions are worth noting.
First, the language of the inscriptions, which is Sanskrit, ‘is interspersed
with a number of Khasi, Bodo and other non-Sanskritic tribal word
formations which are indicative of the substratum of the region’.®® For
example, the occurrence of Bodo words used by the Kacharis living in
the plains in the inscriptions is significant, since canal irrigation and other
irrigational methods—through which the extension of cultivation took
place—are also associated with the Kacharis. Second, it has been cor-
rectly stressed that ‘the peasantry of pre-Ahom Assam is multi-ethnic in
character’® and that ‘the dominant impression is of a number of tribal
groups such as the Mikirs, Khasis, Kukis and Kacharis having taken to
cultivation on a permanent basis at some point in the past before the
creation of a dominant class of brahmin landholders’.** Assam inscriptions
too refer to the Kaivarttas, and in fact one comes across at least two groups
of Kaivarttas, the Abanchi Kaivarttas and the Svalpadyuti Kaivarttas.®

% See the evidence of the Paschimbhag copper plates of the Candra King Sricandra;
D. C. Sircar, Epigraphic Discoveries in East Pakistan (Calcutra, 1973), pp. 31-6; 63-9.

6! Niharranjan Ray, Bargdlir Itihds (Adi Parva), (in Bengali) (Calcutta, third edition,
1980), ch. 7; also B. N. S.Yadava, Society and Culture in Northern India in the Tivelfth
Century, ch. 1.

62 N. Lahiri, ‘Landholding and Peasantry in the Brahmaputra Valley, c. 5th-13th
centuries AD’, Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient, vol. 33 (1990), pp
157-68.

& Ibid.

& Ibid.

5 Tbid. For the situation is Assam, also see N. Lahiri, Pre-Ahom Assam (Studies in the
Inscriptions of Assam Between the Fifth and the Thirteenth Centuries 4D) (Delhi, 1991),
ch.4.
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The point then is that, in the context of the post-Gupta period, the
use of the category Sudra is entirely insufficient when explaining the
composition and status of the peasantry and the agricultural labour
which constituted the base of an internally and highly hierarchized
society—i.e. the problem of regional social stratification. To continue
with the point which was being made above, it we turn to a region
like Tamil Nadu, there would be an extensive continuum from such
groups as the Paraiyar to the upper echelons of the dominant Vellila.%
In Karnataka too, epigraphs make clear distinctions with specific
references to prabhugdvundas, prajagavundas, bhamiputrakas and many
other categories.®” A detailed examination of the condition of the
peasantry in the post-Gupta period is not intended here; we only need
to note, by making a few cross-regional references, that the majority
of regionally recognizable cultivating groups, such as the Gurjaras,
Kaivarttas, Gavundas, Reddis, Kalitas®®—a bewildering multiplicity of
which constitute the Indian peasantry—started figuring in historical
records only from the Gupta, and more perceptibly from the post-
Gupta period. The time span, which is the sixth-seventh centuries
to the twelfth-thirteenth centuries, thus represents a crucial phase in
the evolution of regional agrarian structures. This was, as pointed out
already, the time span significant in the history of the regional political
structures as well. Second, the use of Dharmasdstra categories to posit

* Historical studies on stratification at the level of cultivating groups in individual
villages have hardly been undertaken. A major reason for this may be that historians
of pre-modern India have generally accepted the notion of a village community
without considering the range of differentiation existing within it. For south India of
the Pallava or the Cola periods, no systematic study of such strarification is therefore
available. The major concern of historians has so far been to underline distinctions
between peasant-dominated urs and brahmin-dominated brahmadeyas. However, the
following publications may be consulted for a general impression of the agrarian
situation in early medieval south India: K. A. Nilakanta Sastri, The Colas (University
of Madras, reprint of second edition, 1975), ch. 21; N. Karashima, South Indian History
and Society: Studies from Inscriptions, AD 850—1800 (Delhi, 1984), chs 1 and 2.

7 For a brief discussion of the evidence from Karnataka, see B. D. Chattopadhyaya,
Aspects of Rural Settlements and Rural Society in Early Medieval India, pp. 93-114.

* In addition to the references cited above, see S. Jaiswal, ‘Varna Ideology and
Social Change’, Social Scientist, vol. 19, nos. 3—4 (1991), pp. 41-8.



the decline of the Vaisya varna and the ascendancy of the Saidra (which
in any case creates a curious epistemological anomaly) has little rel-
evance for explaining post-Gupta historical developments. The new
Stdras, if they represented tribal communities turned into castes, could
hardly be taken to illustrate the process of upward social mobility of
the early historical Sadra varna.

v

The ideological and religious dimensions of the society which was
going through these processes of transition were, to say the least,
complex. Indeed, if one were to consider that even such mutually
incompatible situations as—(i) ritual power generated by the monopoly
over the Vedas; (ii) the anti-Vedic Siddha or Somasiddhintika protes-
tations; and (iii) other levels in between these—were all ideological
manifestations related to the period,” then it is difficult to envisage a
homogeneous strand in the ideological evolution of the period. Yet
meaningful attempts to understand the making of the early medieval
phase of Indian history must relate to all these dimensions. It is gener-
ally believed that Bhakti and the worship through Bhakti of God as a
Lord located in a temple, was the key ideological strand of the period.
Evidence of the extensive spread of Bhakti is certainly available in

¢ The ideological dimensions of the society identified as early medieval were indeed
complex. Despite the fact that Brihmanism—both in the spread and perpetuation of
Vedism as well as in the crystallization of Purinism—figutes prominently in records
as projecting the widest range of recognized and revered symbols, it was not in itself
homogeneous, and certainly not the only point of reference. The geographical spread
of brahmadeyas, agrahdras and other types of Brahmanic settlements was extensive.
Repeated references to branches of Vedic and affiliated learning and to impressive
Purinic compilations point to the general dominance of Brihmanism. Yet movements
againsr the norms and the order which Brihmanism stood for, as well as tensions
within Brihmanism itself, are evident. There is no systematic study of this as yet, but
for some samples, see A.V. Subramania Aiyar, The Poetry and the Philosophy of the Tamil
Siddhars—An Essay in Criticism (Chidambaram, 1969); Kamil V. Zvelebil, The Poets of
the Powers (London, 1973); David Shulman, ‘The Enemy Within: Idealism and Dissent
in South Indian Hinduism’ in S. N. Eisenstadt, Reuven Kahane and David Shulman,
eds, Orthodoxy, Heterodoxy and Dissent in India (Mouton Publishers: Berlin, New York,
Amsterdam, 1984), pp. 11-55.
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south India. One form of this is the devotional hymns of the Vaisnava
Alvirs and Saiva Nayanars; a second is the records of their extensive
itineraries at proliferating temple centres.”” In south India the term
for the temple (kovil) was the same as that for the king’s residence.
God was the Lord, and the relationship between God and his devotee
was seen as parallel to an all-pervasive feudal ideology. Similarly, the
pervasiveness of Tantra and its penetration into all religious systems
and practices were seen as proceeding from and contributing to the
degeneration into which Indian feudal society had sunk.”

It is not possible here to examine the voluminous writings on these
aspects nor even to attempt a synthesis of views. We can at the most
turn now to the last major historical/societal process, i.e. the appro-
priation and integration of cults. It is necessary to briefly consider the
operation of this process in order to understand how it relates to the

™ The literature on Bhakti is extensive and need not be cited in detail. For a treat-
ment of Bhakti as an ideology from an historical perspective (in the context of early
medieval south India), see M. G. S. Narayanan and KesavanVeluthat, ‘Bhakti Movement
in South India’, reprinted in D. N. Jha, ed., Feudal Social Formation in Early India,
pp. 348-75; also R. Champakalakshmi, ‘Religion and Social Change in Tamil Nadu
(¢. aD 600-1300)’, in N. N. Bhattacharyya, ed., Medieval Bhakti Movements in India, Sri
Caitanya Quincentenary Commemoration Volume (New Delhi, 1989), pp. 162-73.
For extensive treatment of Krsna-bhakti, oriented towards the institution of temples,
see E Hardy, Viraha-Bhakti: The Early History of Krsna Devotion in South India (New
Delhi, 1983), passim. Two points which Hardy makes and which bear vitally upon
the concerns of this essay are: (i) Kryna-bhakti, expressed in the hymns of the Alvirs,
represents increasing braihmanization. Despite ‘increasing popularization’ it was at the
same time showing increasing reorientation according to ‘normative ideology’ and
(i1) Krsna-bhakti may be seen, apart from other things, in the light of its contribution
towards a ‘reconsolidated Tamil awareness’.

7 The degeneration of Indian society in the post-Gupta or post-Harsa period seems
firmly rooted in the historians’ perspective of the period. A sample of this perspective
is K. M. Panikkar’s remarks during his Presidential Address to the Indian History
Congress: ‘Another problem that faces the student is the decadence which seems to
have overtaken Hindu society in the period between the 8th and the 12th centuries’,
Presidential Address, Indian History Congress, 18th session (Calcutta, 1955), p. 17.
In recent years, strong statements on early medieval degeneration have come from
Devangana Desai in her analyses of art activities of the period: ‘Art under Feudalism
in India: c. Ab 500-1300°, The Indian Historical Review, vol. 1 (1974), pp. 10~17; idem,
Erotic Sculpture of India, Delhi, 1975, passim.



problem of transition. Cult assimilation does not necessarily imply a
harmonious syncretism, but it does imply the formation of a structure
which combines heterogeneous beliefs and rituals into a whole even
while making (or transforming) specific elements dominant.”? In
many significant ways the crystallization of a major cult illustrates the
ideological dimensions of that phase of Indian history. First, the fact
that the Brahmins came to control the major cults and cult centres was
the mechanism which transformed the character of earlier ‘local and
tribal cults’. It has been aptly remarked:

This new Hindu cult comprised, on the one hand, a regular sequence of daily
rites, and was directed, on the other hand, to a permanently ‘present’ god who
was worshipped either in the form of an anthropomorphic divine idol or as a Saivite
lingam. This god, who was always present and visible, required also regular offer-
ings. In contrast, the local tribal deities manifested themselves just now and then
in their non-iconic symbols or in a priestly medium and received offerings only
on these definite occasions. This comparison between the Hindu temple cults
and the cults of the autochthonous local deities ... might certainly have induced
the people to draw comparisons between the status of their earlier tribal chiefs
and that of a new Hindu riji. In the basically egalitarian tribal societies of India
the chiefs could assume a more elevated position only temporarily and in certain
functions (as for example while waging war). Only in this functional position
could they expect some regular presentations and services from people outside
their own clan (villages?). The Hindu riji claimed an altogether different position.
In the Brahmanical theory of society he occupied an elevated rank which towered
continuously above that of his former tribal brethren ... In this new ‘representa-
tion’ he demanded regular tributes—as the ever present ‘new’ Hindu god in the
temple nearby demanded worship continuously.”

2 The implication of this crucial historical process in the structural formation
of important cults has not been satisfactorily worked out. This is primarily because
material on the historical stages through which different elements coalesced, as also
on the general brihmanization of these cults, is inadequate. The dimensions of appro-
priation, brihmanization and politicization of a cult—and in some cases the growth
of a cult to regional as well as trans-regional importance—are sufficiently evident in
the history of the cult of Jagannitha; A. Eschmann, H. Kulke and G. C. Tripathi, eds,
The Cult of Jagannath and the Regional Tradition of Orissa (Delhi, 1978), passim. That the
process of appropriation is a continuing one emerges from the detailed study on the
cult of Pattini; see G. Obeyesekere, The Cult of the Goddess Pattini.

™ H. Kulke, ‘Introduction: The Study of the State in Pre-modern India’, in idem,

-ed., The State in India 1000-1700 (Delhi, 1995).
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The symbiosis which developed between royal power and the per-
ception of divinity, as well as the nexus involving different social groups
which operated around a major cult centre are very well illustrated
by the detailed empirical work which has been done on the cult of
Purusottama-Jagannitha at Puri in Orissa.”* Another dimension of the
historical process, perhaps territorially more pervasive during the period,
was the spread of Sakti, signifying a coming to the fore of an hitherto
dormant religious force. To demonstrate further how an understanding
of the regional context as an arena for the interplay of societal processes
is important, I shall refer briefly to the emergence of Sakti, principally
by considering how this phenomenon has been viewed.

Dwelling on the impact of Tantrism (including Tantric Saktism),
B. N. S. Yadava, who has done extensive work which advocates the
feudal character of early medieval India, writes: ‘The Brhaddharma
Putana clearly reveals that Tantric Buddhism, Tantric Saivism and Tantric
Siktism had made the position of vamdsramadharma critical in Bengal and
the adjoining regions.”> Even without going into the question of which
specific period is being talked about, significant in the statement is the
assumption that the position of varudsramadharma was likely to have been
‘critical’ in ‘Bengal and the adjoining areas’. This assumption proceeds
from what I would call an ‘epicentric, Dharmagastric’ view of Indian
society. It would see deviations from the Dharmasastric schema as social
aberrations, not as a concrete regional reality. In other words, instead of
assuming that Tantric Siktism made the position of vamdsramadharma
critical in eastern India, a more contingent query would have been to
understand the reason for the reappearance and pervasiveness of Sakti in
eastern India. To understand the reappearance of Sakti or the Goddess
on the Indian religious scene, Daniel Ingalls notes:

What is strange about [the] Indian record is not so much the replacement of fe-

male by male hierophanies, a phenomenon which has occurred over most of the

civilized world, as the fact that in India the Goddess reappears ... why should the

Indian record have differed? To such large questions there are no certain answers

... I suspect that within India’s diversified culture the worship of the Goddess
never ceased. The two thousand year silence of the record may be explained

™ A.Eschmann, ef al., The Cult of Jagannath, passim.
7 B.N.S. Yadava, Society and Culture in Northern India in the Tivelfth Century, p. 380.



by the fact that all our texts from that period are either in Sanskrit or closely
related languages. Our earliest hymns to the Goddess, according to this view,
are the continuation of an old religion, not an innovation. These first appear at
the conjunction of two historical processes. On the one hand Sanskrit, by the
third century, had become the nearly universal language of letters in India. On
the other hand, the pre-Aryan worship of the Indians had spread by that time
very widely among the Aryans. From the third or fourth century, at any rate, the
religion of the Goddess becomes as much part of the Hindu written record as
the religion of God.”

Once this conjunction takes place—and it does not necessarily
have to be expressed in terms of Aryan and non-Aryan categories—
regional elements begin to take shape through local assimilation as
well as through the adoption of trans-regional idioms. On the eastern
Indian regional Mother Goddess cult, the central theme of the Kalika
Purana, B. K. Kakati makes the following generalization:

Once her existence was recognized and her worship formulated, all local and

independent deities began to be identified with her as her local manifestations ...

The process of assimilation went on until in the Devi-Bhigavata it came to be

declared that all village goddesses should be regarded as partial manifestations of

the goddess ... Thus the concept of the Mother Goddess assumed a cosmic pro-
portion and all unconnected local numina were affiliated to her.””

This seems to be substantially the opinion of K. R.Van Koojj too,
when he refers to the division, or rather multiple manifestations, of
one goddess as five separate goddesses: Kimakhya, Mahotsaha, Tripura,
Kimesvari and Siradi; also to the mode of worship adapted to each par-
ticular goddess who has her own magic formula (mantra), a geometrical
figure (yantra) and her own iconography; and to secondary deities such
as Saktis, yoginis, doorkeepers, etc. The ‘common ritual covers by far the
greater part of the fragment on devi-worship’ in the text of the Kalika-
Purana, and ‘this fact is ... a clear indication of the author’s concern to

7 Daniel H. H. Ingalls, ‘Foreword’ in C. Mackenzie Brown, God as Mother (A
Feminine Theology of India) (Vermont, 1974), pp. xiv—xv. Also, B. D. Chattopadhyaya,
“Reappearance” of the Goddess or the Brihmanical Mode of Appropriation: Some
Early Epigraphic Evidence Bearing on Goddess Culss’, in Studying Early India: Archa-
cology, Texts and Other Issues (Delhi, 2003), pp. 172-90.

77 Banikanta Kakati, The Mother Goddess Kamakhya (or Studies in the Fusion of Aryan
and Primitive Beliefs of Assam) (Gauhati, third impression, 1967), p. 65.
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have the deities of his country propitiated by a cult form closely corre-
sponding to the ones usual in other pans of India of his time, and to draw
in this way the borderland of Kimariipa in the fold of Hinduism’.”®

The merger of diverse elements in the formation of a cult in Puranic
Hinduism was nothing new. The composition of major divinities like
Siva,Visnu and Umi derived from the same process. What becomes sig-
nificant in the context of the shaping of regional society and culture is
when we come across recorded references—for the first time and more or
less within the same time-frame—to local and peripheral deities such as
Aranyavasini, Bahughmadevi and Vatayaksinidevi in Rajasthan,” toViraja
in Orissa®” and Kamikhya in Assam,® to cite a few cases. Juxtaposed with
evidence of other kinds, they too become indicators of an overall process
of change in these regions. They do not all develop into major cults, but
some do. They function towards the integration of other local cults and
become one of the recognizable symbols of the region.®? The religious
and ideological expressions of a region in their varied forms thus become
enmeshed in the web of its polity, economy and society. The interrelated
vehicle of their expression is naturally language.®

7 K. R.Van Kooij, Worship of the Goddess According to the Kalikd Purdna, part 1. (A
Translation with an introduction and notes of chs 54—69) (Leiden, 1972), pp. 7-8.

7 See Epigraphica Indica, vol. 20, pp. 97~9; ibid., vol. II, pp. 26~79.

* ForViraji of Jajpur, who was considered a form of Durgi and became a2 member
of the group of paficadevatds or five deities, see A. Eschmann, et al., ed., The Cult of
Jagannath and the Regional Tradition of Orissa, passim; also H. Kulke, ‘Fragmentation and
Segmentation versus Integration? Reflections on the Concepts of Indian Feudalism
and the Segmentary State in Indian History’, Studies in History, vol. 4, no. 2 (1982), pp.
237-64. See also H. Kulke, Kings and Cults: Social Formation and Legitimation in India
and Southeast Asia, New Delhi, 1993, passim.

8t Banikanta Kakati, The Mother Goddess ...

% In some regions, for instance Orissa, the integration of different cults came
about by combining the worship of deities at different centres through concepts
such as paficadevatd or five deities. The five gods were Visnu/Jagannitha of Puri, Siva/
Lingarija of Bhuvaneswar, Durgd/Viraja of Jajpur, Siirya of Konarak, and Ganeéa or
Mahivinayaka; cf. H. Kulke, ‘Introduction’.

® In addition to other evidence bearing on the increasing visibility of regional
languages an important indicator would be the chronology of, and the manner in
which, regional languages started figuring in the inscriptions. See D. C. Sircar, Indian
Epigraphy (Delhi, 1965), ch. 2.
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The argument that I have been trying to develop, starring with a
statement on historiography, can now be rounded off. Two points, in
particular, need to be underlined. First, although an overview of Indian
society of, say, the period between the sixth-seventh and the twelfth-
thirteenth centuries would show it to be vastly different from Indian
society of the early historical period, the change does not necessar-
ily have to be envisaged in terms of a collapse of the early historical
social order. In trying to decipher the dominant pattern from among
apparently irreconciliable sets of evidence (alleged ‘urban decay’® and
the large-scale formation of states, for example), the most dominant
pattern seemes to be the shaping of regional societies. The period
indicated above was most crucial in so far as the majority of the ter-
ritorial segments of the Indian subcontinent were concerned. What I
have called the shaping of regional societies was essentially a movement
from within, following from the operation of several major historical/
societal processes in regional contexts. This explains the relative long-
range stability of regional social structures and identities.

Second, in the operation of the major historical/societal processes
in regional contexts, the crucial agency of change was the phenom-
enon of state formation at diverse territorial levels, from local through
supra-local to regional, at times expanding into supra-regional. It
needs to be reiterated that the process of state formation was not a
unique characteristic only of the time span discussed. However, the
relationship between the process and region formation, considered
from a pan-Indian perspective, was perhaps the closest in this period.
Admittedly, in Indian history the crystallization of regions was, like
the formation of states, a continuing process. Our period marked in a

8 R.S. Sharma, in his Urban Decay in India (pp. 177-81), envisages the decline of
early Indian urban civilization in two stages. Curiously, he derives the ruralization of
early Indian economy from this decline, thus making the implicit assumption that
early Indian economy was not predominantly rural before this. In any case, his state-
ment that ‘the period ¢. 400-650 seems to have been particularly important for the
rise of new states or kingdoms’ (p. 168) obviously does not intend to suggest that there
was any direct correlation between the decline of early historical urban civilization
and the ‘rise of new states or kingdoms’.
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perceptible way the coming together of ingredients which go into the
making of regions. State formation was a crucial agent of change in
this respect, in the sense that it brought a measure of cohesion among
local elements of culture by providing them a focus. At the same time
it mediated in the assimilation of ideas, symbols and rituals which had
a much wider territorial spread and acceptability. Common modes of
royal legitimation and interrelated phenomena such as the practice
of land grants, the creation of agrahdras, the emergence of major cult
centres and temple complexes, social stratification subscribing to the
vama order (even when the order in the strict sense of the term was
absent)—all these were manifestations of the manner in which local-
level states mediated in the absorption of ideas and practices which
had been taking shape as a wider temporal and ideological process.
The taking root of these ideas and practices was not a simple fact of
diffusion from some elusive centre. It was an indication essentially of
where and in what forms state society was taking shape.

This perspective leaves us pondering a few last points. If the trans-
formation of early historical society took the form of the gradual
shaping of regional societies, and if this transformation is seen as having
essentially derived from the major ingredients of early historical society,
then how do we respond to the schema of periodization which envis-
ages an early medieval phase in the Indian context; also, what is our
response to the notion of an Indian feudal society as characterizing
that phase? Since the main concerns of the present exercise have been
with historiography, and with delineating the directions taken by the
transformation of early historical society, these problems seem marginal
to this exercise. However, a brief response is in order, keeping in view
the issues raised. Even in stereotypes which assert the changelessness
of pre-modern Indian society, such markers of periodization as Hindu,
Muslim and British, or Ancient, Medieval and Modern have been in
use for very long. Despite the possible existence of sharply different
notions of social change, markers differentiating broad historical phases
need to continue in Indian history. Our perception of how the nature of
early historical society changed may differ from the perceptions which
are currently dominant, but continuing with the term ‘early medieval’,
rather than using terms such as ‘late Hindu’ or ‘late classical’, has an



advantage.® This term goes beyond the narrowly political and cultural
dimensions of history, and, further, it clearly projects continuities in the
operation of major societal processes well into later phases of Indian
history. As argued earlier, the major thrust in the process of region
formation may be located five or six centuries preceding the establish-
ment of Turkish rule. It should be reiterated, simultaneously, that the
process had neither its beginning nor its end during these centuries.

Whether this early medieval society was feudal is an altogether
different issue. Even those who believe in feudalism as a typical and
exclusively European social formation make exceptions by relating this
concept to other societies.®® So the issue of whether Indian history is
entitled to a feudal phase or not can hardly ever be considered closed.
The point I have tried to make is that the historiography on the transi-
tion to what is considered the feudal phase has been ever-shifting and
essentially dependent on the directions of European historiography;®’
it therefore suffers from internal inconsistencies. Unless this historiog-
raphy reconciles itself to certain empirically validated major societal
processes in Indian history, the current construct of Indian feudalism
will continue with its Eurocentric orientation,® from a persistent
refusal to consider alternative modes of social change. This paper
outlines what I perceive, tentatively, as an alternative mode.

% The term is used in the title of a general survey of the period: M. K. Bose, Late
Classical India (Calcutta, 1988).

® For example, Perry Anderson who is apparently critical of the particular ‘version
of materialist historiography’ which views feudalism as ‘an absolving ocean in which
virtually any society may receive its baptism’, is nevertheless prepared to discuss in
detail Japanese feudalism’. Perry Anderson, Lineages of the Absolutist State(London,
Verso edition, 1974), pp. 402, 435-61.

¥ B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘State and Economy in North India: 4th century to 12th
century’.

% Despite the fact that the term ‘Indian feudalism’ has been coined to stress the
Indianness of what is perceived as the Indian feudal formation, the range of variables
which have been chosen to construct ‘Indian feudalism’ still largely conforms to shifts
in European historiography. It seems clear, from a recent restatement of the ‘Marxist
position in support of Indian Feudalism’ (see Preface in D. N. Jha, ed., Feudal Social
Formation in Early India), that both among ‘antiquarians’ and among other categories
of historians, no satisfactory model of social change which works as an alternative to
the Feudal mode, has been available so far.
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CHAPTER 2

Irrigation in Early Medieval Rajasthan”

LTHOUGH THE TWO BROAD REGIONS OF RAJASTHAN, demarcated

into cast and west by the regular stretch of the Aravalli in

a north-east-southeast direction, have distinct geographical
characteristics,’ yet perhaps neither of them can be justifiably called,
to use two archaic expressions, nadimdtrka (i.e. river-fed) or devamadtrka
(i.e. rain-fed).? As such, any attempt to reconstruct the agrarian history
of these areas will have to take into account the patterns of their
irrigation system. The present paper seeks to examine available data on
irrigation relating to the early medieval period, its emphasis being on
methods of artificial irrigation. Apart from the nature of the relevant
contents of inscriptions—the major source-material for this period—
the impression that settlement areas proliferated in early medieval
Rajasthan® while climatic conditions or natural drainage conditions

* Reprinted from Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient, vol. XVI,
parts II-1IT (1973).

! For the geography of Rajasthan I have largely depended uponV. C. Misra, Geog-
raphy of Rajasthan (New Delhi, 1967).

? For the use and sources of these expressions, see S. K. Maity, Economic Life of
Northern India in the Gupta Period, second edition (Delhi-Patna-Varanasi, 1970), p-
33; also A. K. Chaudhary, Early Medieval Village in North-eastern India (AD 600~1200)
(Calcutta, 1971), pp. 113, 139, fn. 4.

* It is not possible to fully substantiate this supposition within the compass of
this paper except by underlining that its main focus is on western Rajasthan where
archaeological material on early historical settlements is almost totally absent.



either remained unaltered or deteriorated,® provides the only other
rationale for such an emphasis. The material examined here is confined
to inscriptions of the early medieval period, but it is done in the hope
that an initial brief survey may eventually lead to a more detailed and
meaningful research. The first part of the paper deals with the territo-
rial distribution of different devices of artificial irrigation; the second
attempts to study, albeit sketchily, the relationship between irrigation
and whatever imperfect knowledge we have about crop production
in early medieval Rajasthan, and the final part seeks to view irrigation
organization as part of the agrarian structure.

Although the paper refers roughly to ¢. 700—c. 1300, it also con-
siders the pattern of crop production and irrigation in the earlier
period to see whether any change in this pattern is perceptible. Quite
naturally, the data for ancient times have so far been very meagre.
Early excavation reports refer only perfunctorily to evidence relating
to cultivation. Rairh, in the former Jaipur state—a site believed to
have been under occupation between the third century Bc and second
century AD, with traces of partial occupation till the Gupta period—
has yielded, from its ringwell or soakpit deposits, nondescript ‘corn’,
and the finding of millet has been reported once.? The first century AD
remains from Bairat, also in the former Jaipur state, include a fragment
of cloth that may indicate local production of cotton.® Excavations at

“ The only relevant evidence so far comes from Rang Mahal in north Rajast-
han. See Hanna Rydh, Rang Mahal (The Swedish archaeological expedition to
India 1952-54) (Lund-Bonn-Bombay, 1959); see also n. 8. For general impressions
regarding increasing aridity, see P. C. Raheja, ‘Influence of Climatic Changes on the
Vegetation of the Arid Zone in India’, Annals of Arid Zone (published by the Arid
Zone Research Association of India), vol. 1v, no. 1, 1965, pp. 64-8; also, ‘Proceedings
of the Symposium on the Rajputana Desert’, Bulletin of the National Institute of Sciences
of India, vol. 1, passim.

5 K. N. Puri, Excavations at Rairh during 1938—39 and 1939-40 (Department of
Archaeology and Historical Research, Jaipur, no date), pp. 58-61, nos. 81, 82, 103.

® D. R. Sahni, Archaeological Remains and Excavations at Bairat (Department of
Archaeology and Historical Research, Jaipur, no date), p. 22.

It is believed that Hiuen Tsang’s seventh century account of P’o-li-ye-ta-lo or
Piariyitra gives an idea of the agricultural products of the Bairat area. “According
to him Piriyitra (Bairat?) yielded crops of spring wheat and other grains, including
a peculiar kind of rice’, D. Sharma (General ed.), Rajasthan Through the Ages, vol. 1
(published by Rajasthan State Archives) (Bikaner, 1966), p. 67; also T. Watters, On Yuan
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Nagari in Chitorgarh district do not seem to have yielded any cor-
responding specimen, and Bhandarkar’ find of six alleged oilmills has
no significance in this respect as there is no indication whatsoever
regarding the dates of these finds.’

Comparatively recent excavations at two sites, widely distant from
each other, have produced more detailed results. Evidence of rice
cultivation over a lengthy stretch of time comes from Rang Mahal
in Bikaner in north Rajasthan.® The late phases at Ahar in Udaipur
district also correspond to some extent to the early historical period.
Here the cultivation of rice of long-seeded strain is believed to go back
to phase I, period I, to which is assigned a date earlier than the middle
of the second millennium Bc. The site attests to the cultivation also
of millet or jawar, the period probably being ‘c. 100 Bc—aD’. It is also
hopefully postulated on the strength of contemporary remains from
other areas of India that ‘it is more than probable that the Aharians ate
wheat’.’

This appears to be the sum total of the picture so far as the early
historical period is concerned.’® All these crops continue down to

Chwang’s Travels in India (Delhi reprint, 1961), p. 300.The chronology of this evidence
falls more within the scope of the early medieval rather than of the early historical
period.

" D.R.Bhandarkar, The Archaeological Rewains and Excavations at Nagari (Memoirs of
the Archaeological Survey of India, no. 4) (Calcutta, 1920), p. 127.

8 Hanna Rydh, Rang Mahal; pp. 79, 183. From an examination of textile impres-
sions on Rang Mahal pottery, it has been suggested that the fabric used was from a
‘vegetable fibre’: jute, cotton or even hemp (p. 202). The area of origin of such fibres
is, however, not specified. At the time of the publication of the Report, the plant
remains from Rang Mahal were being examined at Dehra Dun. I am not aware of
whether or not the results have been published.

® H.D. Sankalia, S. B. Deo and Z. D. Ansari, Excavations at Ahar (Tambavati) (Poona,
1969), pp. 217, 236, also Appendix II, Vishnu-Mittre, ‘Remains of Rice and Millet’,
pp. 229-35.

19 This appears particularly paradoxical in view of the fact that the earliest evidence
of plough cultivation in the Indian subcontinent comes from north Rajasthan (Kali-
bangan in Ganganagar district). See Indian Archaeology 1968—69—A Review, pp. 29-30;
also B. B. Lal, ‘Perhaps the Earliest Ploughed Field So Far Excavated Anywhere in the
World’, Puratattva (Bulletin of the Indian Archaeological Society, no. 4) (1970-71),
pp. 1-3.



early medieval times, but no other meaningful comparison either in
terms of regional distribution of crops or any substantial addition, in
the later period, to the number of crops cultivated, appears plausible.
As we shall see later, early medieval cultivation was not limited to
millet, rice, jawar, wheat and cotton (though, it may be guessed, they
must have been the major items even in those times); the list for the
early historical as also for the early medieval period may at best be
considered to be only partial. Secondly, any possible addition in later
times may not have been related to artificial irrigation.

However, whatever relevant data we have on the probable sources
of irrigation in eatly historical areas make a comparison with the later
period to some extent relevant, particularly in view of the already
underlined impression that settlement areas expanded in early medieval
times. The Rairh area, as K. N. Puri mentions, is intersected by the
river Dhil." The Bairat valley is drained by two rivulets, the Bairat nald
running northward to join the Banganga river, and the Bandrol #ald in
the south.!? Ahar too is located on the bank of the Ahar river, a tribu-
tary of the Banas.” While the location of these three sites indicates
their possible sources of water supply, the evidence seems to be more
specific at Rang Mahal, where in early times, a high rainfall rate and
annual flooding of the Ghaggar probably facilitated rice cultivation.'
If these instances are taken to form any generalization regarding the
early historical period, then the organization of artificial irrigation
in early medieval Rajasthan certainly constitutes a departure from
the earlier pattern. However, as will emerge from our discussion, the
change is perceptible mostly in southern and western Rajasthan, from
where the bulk of our material comes.?

1

K. N. Puri, Excavations at Rairh ..., p. 1 and map facing p. 1.
2 D. R. Sahni, Archaeological Remains ..., p. 12.
3 Sankalia, Excavations at Ahar...,p. 1.

4 Hanna Rydh, Rang Mahal, pp. 33, 44, 183.The desertion of the area in the late
sixth century has been attributed to changes in climatic conditions and the drying up
of the Ghaggar (p. 33).

5 A study of the published material relating to early medieval Rajasthan gives
one the impression that western Rajasthan has been more intensively explored
than any other area.
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We may start with the rather obvious statement that artificial irriga-
tion in early medieval Rajasthan was provided by (i) tanks; and (i)
wells. These must have been common modes elsewhere as well, and
yet in view of a variety of other existing methods, the prevalence of
only these two in Rajasthan may have had some significance. We have
perhaps no reference here to such big projects as canal excavation,
which was sponsored by rulers in other areas.’® In terms of financial
investment, labour mobilization, impact on cultivation and the nature
of land revenue assessment, the absence of such large-scale projects
may have made the Rajasthan pattern considerably different.
References to tanks and reservoirs excavated by and perhaps named
after individuals are not uncommon in early medieval records. In the
period immediately preceding ap 700 they must have constituted an
important source of water supply, as did wells. The Gubhila inscriptions
issued from Kishkindhi near Kalyanpur in the Dungarpur-Udaipur
area of Udaipur district give us some idea about the possible methods
of irrigation. An inscription of ap 689, while specifying the bound-
aries of two plots of land in the village of Mitrapalliki, mentions a
pahakatadagika (a small tank) as one of the boundaries."” Similarly a
second plot lay around a well (kiipa-kaccha is the expression used to

16 Cf. Hatun rock inscription of the time of Patolasihideva which records the con-
struction, by the chief of the army at Giligitta (Gilgit), of a tank and the excavation of
a canal of 32,000 hastas(?) called Makaravahini which ‘was taken out’ to a forest to the
east of the village Hituna (EI, XXX, pp. 226-31). Also, the Dewal prasasti of Ap 9923
of Lalla of the Chhinda line (EIL I pp. 75-85), who claims to have conducted the
river Katha and to have shown it the ‘way to the town’. For evidence of a somewhat
different nature, see the Rdjatarangini, V. X 73, 8091, 110-12. The reasons for the
absence of such large scale irrigation works in Rajasthan have been summed up by R.
C. Sharma: “The seasonal and feeble flow in rivers, the great depth of the underground
water, and the arid and sandy character of landscape allow little chance for large-scale
irrigation’, Settlement Geography of the Indian Desert (New Delhi, 1972), p. 23. Cf. also
his other remark (Settlement Geography. .., p. 22):‘It (water) is important in the location
of the settlements of the region, e.g. in the western areas, the wells are significant in
deciding the location of most of the villages; in the southern part, the tanks or ponds
control the site of the villages.

7 EI, XXXIV, pp. 173-6.



denote the nature of the land)."® A contemporary record, of AD 644,
refers to karkka-taddga in the context of irrigated fields in the Bhilwara
district.” There are repeated references to tanks and reservoirs in later
inscriptions. Reference to three reservoirs (rdhudatraya) is found in
the Sevadi (Bali, Pali district, former Jodhpur state) copper plates of
AD 1119,% and the context would associate them with the irrigation
of that area. This relationship is also clear in an inscription of ap 1155
fromThakarda in the former Dungarpur state,?! which records the gift
of one hala of land and other plots near a tatdkini. Yet another record
(Kadmal plate of GuhilaVijayasirhha),? referring to the village of Palli
in the Jodhpur region, mentions, among other things, a share given to
a brahman of the income from a taddga or a reservoir.

Besides tank irrigation, well irrigation was also in vogue. A
somewhat visual idea of how water was drawn in a leather bucket
is provided by one of the Partabgarh inscriptions of the Gurara-
Pratihira period (ap 946).> In modern times the average depth of
wells in areas such as Jodhpur is about 150 feet, and ‘except when
wells are unusually full it takes a long time to bring up the often saline
water by 30-40 gallon sacks hauled by a pair of bullocks or a camel’.*
Despite these drawbacks wells were in common use, and the epigraphs
give a rough idea of the areas covered by them.

Before, however, [ try to map the distribution of irrigational wells
in early medieval Rajasthan, it is perhaps necessary to discuss another
problem: Do the relevant epigraphic expressions refer to a single type
of well irrigation or do they indicate variations in the operation of

8 1bid.

¥ EI XX, pp. 122-25. See ibid., XXXV, pp. 100-02 for the revised date of the
record.

2 EJ X1, pp. 304-13.

2 J4, IV, pp. 2256F.

2 EI XXXI, pp. 237-38.

2 EI, X1V, pp. 176ff. The inscription refers to a piece of cultivated land in the
following manner: Kosavihe Chittulaka-ksetram manivipa 10 (i.e., the chittulaka field
which was irrigated with kosavaha and in which 10 mdnis of seed could be sown).

2 O, H.K. Spate and A.T. A. Learmonth, India and Pakistan: A General and Regional
Geography, third edition (London, 1967), pp. 6194F.
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irrigational wells? In the absence of adequate technical data, I would
not like to enter here, except marginally, into a controversy regard-
ing whether or not Persian wheels were in use in early medieval
Rajasthan,” but would rather seek to highlight whatever indirect
evidence I have from inscriptions.

% In the majority of the translations of eatly medieval Rajasthani inscriptons,
the term araghatfa has been translated as either ‘machine-well’ or ‘Persian wheel’
(PRASWC, 191617, p. 65). Literary data on early medieval Rajasthan have been
taken to refer to the use of the Persian wheel in that and also in an earlier period.
Such views and data as may bear upon the history of the Persian wheel in India and
the effects of its introduction in agriculture have been admirably presented by I.
Habib in ‘Technological Changes and Society: 13th and 14th Centuries’ ( Presidential
Address, Medieval India section, 31st session of the Indian History Congress,Varanasi,
December 1969), pp. 12-19. Professor. Habib argues that the alleged references to
Persian wheels in early India relate more appropriately to the ‘noria’ which could be
used for drawing water from ‘near the surface, or from a river’, and in which there is
no hint either of a chain carrying the pots, or of any gearing’. He would place the
introduction of the Persian wheel proper in India in the 13th-14th centuries as part
of its largescale diffusion from the Arab world.

Perhaps the history of the use of the Persian wheel outside India is controversial too
(compare the date given by Professor Habib on the strength of A. P. Usher’s findings in
A History of Mechanical Inventions (Boston, 1959), pp. 168, 177-8, with C. Singer et al.,
eds, A History of Technology, vol. 1 (Oxford, 1957), p. 676. In India, while no satisfac-
tory technical details relating to the araghatta or ghatiyantra are available as yet, it is not
true that these devices were not set up on wells (Habib, ‘Technological Changes...”, pp.
12-13). Recently M. C. Joshi has reinterpreted a passage in a Mandasor inscription of
532 which, referring to a newly constructed well, eulogises its ‘rotary motion (moving
ring) resembling a garland of skulls’ which would continue to discharge ‘nectarlike
pure water’. This date accords with that of Amarakosa which also defines ghatiyantra as
a device for drawing water from a well (M. C. Joshi,‘An Early Inscriptional Reference
to Persian wheel’, reprinted from Professor K. A. Nilakanta Sastri 80th Birthday Felici-
tation Vol., pp. 214~17). However, Joshi’s contentions that there was an operational
difference between an araghafta (which he takes to represent a ‘noria’) and a ghatiyantra,
and that the Mandasor inscription of 532 refers to a Persian wheel proper may still be
disputed. In connection with the first point reference may be made to two citations in
the Sabdakalpadruma (Motilal Banarsidass 1961, vol. 1, s.v. araghafta) where araghatta is
defined as a mahdkapah (mahdkdapahityamarajatadharau). More explicit evidence that an
araghatta, with its pots, was set up on a well (like the ghatiyantra of Amarakosa) comes
from a passage in the Paficatantra (Sa kaddcid—ddyadair-udvejitoraghattaghatikamanuhya
kapat kramena nishkrantah, ibid.). See also R. Nath, ‘Rehant versus the Persian wheel’,
Journal of the Asiatic Society, XII (1-4) (1970), pp. 81—4. Archaeological evidence in



Inscriptions use three different terms in connection with wells:
dhimada or dhivada,®® vapi (step-well) and araghatta, araghata or arahata.
This fact in itself may perhaps indicate operational variations in well
irrigation, although what the exact differences were is not clear from
these names alone. Leaving aside vdpi, the distinction between a dhimada
and an araghatta may perhaps be made clear from an epigraph which
refers, in more than one context, to both dhiku (a variant of dhimada)
and araghatta.”” Secondly, while the assertion by some epigraphists
that a dhimada or ordinary well (or ‘small araghatta’) irrigated half as
much land as did an araghatta,® has never before been substantiated,
the evidence of an inscription of 1287 from Pattanarayana in Sirohi®
may have some bearing on this question. While specifying a levy on
the produce of some irrigated fields, it enjoins that 2 seers should be
paid from the field irrigated by a dhimada and 8 seers from the field

support of this is available in the form of two sculptures from the Jodhpur region
showing a wheel with pots set on a well, R. C. Agrawala, ‘Persian Wheel in Rajasthani
Sculpture’, Man in India, vol. 46 (1966), pp. 87—8.They are from Mandor near Jodhpur
and Saladhi near Ranakpur in Pali district and are thus from areas where epigraphic
references to araghaytas are profuse. One of the sculptures is assigned to the 10th-11th
century and ‘here we have a complete view of the Persian wheel, i.e., the string of
pots is touching the water inside the well as well. The pots are tied to a rope in a
row hanging below’. While the above references definitely show that araghattas were,
contrary to Professor Habib’s suggestion, set up on wells, they still do not indicate the
use of both chain and gearing. To be set on a mahdkiipa (big well), the wheel carrying
the pots required the mechanism of a chain but, as has been pointed out (Habib,
‘Technological Changes...”, p. 14), the gearing mechanism, which facilitated the use
of animal power, may have come at a later stage. For the probable use of human labour
in araghatta-operation in early medieval Rajasthan, see the Nanana plates of the first
half of the 12th century (EI XXXIII, pp. 238—46); also R. Nath,‘Rehant versus...’, p.
83. Among other recent discussions on the problem, see Lallanji Gopal, ‘Araghatta—
the Persian Wheel’ in his Aspects of History of Agriculture in Ancient India (Varanasi,
1980), pp. 114-68 and I. Habib, ‘Pursuing the History of Indian Technology—
Pre-modern Modes of Transmission of Power’, The Rajiv Bambawale Memorial
Lecture, Indian Institute of Technology (New Delhi, 1990), manuscript.

% Its variants are dhimadu, dhikuau, dhika or dhiku, dhimbadau, dhimaka, etc. See EI,
XIII, pp. 208-220; IA, XLV, pp. 771.

7 EL XIII, pp. 208fF.

B PRASWC, 1916-17, p. 65.

# 1A, XLV, pp. 77f.
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irrigated by an araghatta. The distinction made between these areas
would perhaps also suggest a distinction between the two in terms of
the methods of operation and their relative capacity to irrigate. Thirdly,
the relative importance of araghattas may also perhaps be deduced from
the fact that almost invariably they bear separate names and from the
social status of the people who seem to have transferred land irrigated
by an araghatta. I shall come back later to this point.®

While the above discussion does not elucidate the mechanism of
an araghafta, nevertheless the impression emerges that its operation
was distinct from that of an ordinary well. There are a few indica-
tions regarding the probable location of araghattas which would suit I.
Habib’s hypothesis that they represent pre-Persian wheel technology
and operated on the water surface. An inscription of 644 from Dabok,
near Udaipur,® while specifying certain pieces of land, mentions in
one case a boundary formed by an arahatta field in front of the tank
Karkka (Karkkatatakasya cagrata arahattaksetram). In another inscription
the boundary is described as Rdjakiya arahattakulyd. Considering that
a kulya represents ‘a small river, canal, channel for irrigation, ditch,
dyke or trench’,*® Rdjakiya arahattakulya would probably suggest an
irrigation channel on which the royal arahafta was set (perhaps an
alternative and equally acceptable meaning would be drainage for
water drawn from the royal arahafta, in which case the arahatta would
not necessarily be operating on a stream or channel). Another inscrip-
tion, of 1165 from Bamnera, lists at least 4 dhikus and 1 arahatta in
the village of Korarhtaka, and in specifying the boundaries of a piece

*® A somewhat indirect and largely undependable method for ascertaining the
mechanism of an araghatta would be to compare its distribution with the present
day distribution of Persian wheels in Rajasthan. Apart from the enormous time gap,
the implied assumption would also run the risk of viewing an araghatta as definitely
identical with the Persian wheel. Even so it may be mentioned that in Berach basin
where, besides the staple crop, maize, other crops such as wheat, rice, millet, sugarcane
and cotton are cultivated ‘irrigation is almost entirely from wells by Persian wheel
method’ (V. N. Misra, Pre-and Proto-History of the Berach Basin: South Rajasthan, Poona,
1967, p. 6).

3 EL XX, pp. 122-25; also ibid., XXXV, pp. 100-02.

% M. Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit-English Dictionary (Oxford, 1964 reprint), see
under Kulya.



of land mentions a river as its eastern and northern boundaries.*> An
examination of a Survey of India map (NG 43) shows Korariitaka
(modern Korta) to be situated on one of the tributaries of the Jawai
and may indirectly suggest the possibility that the arahafta in the village
of Koramtaka was used to draw water from the river surface.

The two pieces of evidence cited are, however, indirect, and even if
references to arahatta in these two specific cases do correspond to ‘noria’
we would not, in view of the definition of araghatta as ‘well’ in early
literary sources,* like to restrict the meaning of araghafta to ‘noria’in all
the known contexts. In the other Rajasthani records there is probably
no indication that it is ‘noria’ that is meant. It is hardly possible that
in all the areas where araghattas were in use, water from a stream or a
reservoir would be readily available, and the existing knowledge of
setting a wheel of pots in a deep well with the mechanism of a chain
would certainly be utilized in areas where such wells were excavated.

The areas covered, for purposes of irrigation, by dhimada, vdpi and
araghatta can be shown in the form of a table which indicates the chro-
nology of the references to such expressions and their geographical
contexts:

644 Dhor, Bhilwara Land EI xx, pp.

district irrigated by  122-25;ibid.,
araghatta XXXV, pp.
100-02.

689 Kishkindha, near kipa EI XxX1V, pp.
Kalyanpur (Dung- 173-6.
arpur-Udaipur area,

Udaipur district)

327 Dholpur vapi ZDMG, XL, pp.

384t

835 Kaman tahsil, small well EI xx1v, pp.
Bharatpur district 32041

# EI XIII, pp. 2084f.
3 See above.
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946
946

994
1045

1059
1083

1086

1110
1st half of the

12th century
1143

1143
1163
1165
1165

1166

1166

Partabgarh, Chitor-  kosavdha

garh district

Dharyavad, near
Partabgarh

Bolera, Sanchor

Bhadund, Pali
district

Panahera, Banswara

district
Pali, Pali district

Jhalrapatan,
Jhalawar district

Sevadi, Pali district

Nanana, Pali
district
Bali, Pali district

Kekind, Jodhpur

district

Bamnera, Jodhpur

district

Bamnera, Jodhpur

district

Bamnera, Jodhpur

district

Ajahari, Jodhpur

district

Bamnera

arahata

kiipa

vapi
arahafta
arahatta

vapi

arahatta
arahatta

arahatta

arahatta
dhiku
arahatta
dhiku

dhiku

dhiku

EI x1v, pp.
176fL.
EI x1v, pp.
176f.
EL x, pp. 76-9.
JBBRAS, 1914,
p. 754L.
EI xx1, pp.
42-50.
EI xxx1, pp.
237-48.
JPASB,
x(1914), pp.
241-3
EI x1, pp.
28-30.
EI xxxi11, pp.
238-46.
EI x1, pp. 32-3.
PRASWC,
1910-11
PRASWC,
1908-9, p. 53.
EI xx111, pp.
2084t.
ibid., pp.
208-10.
PRASWC,
1910-11, pp.
38-9.
PRASWC,
1908-9, p. 53.



1176 Lalrai, Jodhpur arahatta EI x1, pp.
district 49-51.

1183 Ajahari arahatta PRASWC,

1910-11, pp.
38-9.

1185 Virapura, Chhap-  Well ARRM, 1930,
pana (Udaipur (araghatta?)  pp. 2-3.
district)

1207 Ahada, Udaipur araghatta ARRM, 1931,

p. 4.

1214 Arthuna, Banswara araghatta EI xx1v,
district 295-310.

1215 Manglana, Jodhpur vapi IA, x11, pp.
district 85-8.

1265 Ghagsa, Chitorgarh vapi ARRM, 1927,
district p. 3.

1283 Burta, Jodhpur vapi EIL v, pp.
district 312-14.

1287 Patanarayana, Sirohi  dhimada IA, xX1v, pp.
district 774

1287 Patanarayana, Sirohi  grahatta ibid.
district

1287 Mala, Dungarpur arahatta EI xx1, pp.
district 192-6.

1290-91 Bamnera, Jodhpur  graharta PRASWC,
district 1908-9, pp.

52-3.

1302 Vagin, Sirohi dhivada PRASWC,

district 1916-17, p. 65.

uvyIsoloy pasatpapy Apvs ur uwouoSuuy %

Briefly, the above list indicates two things: first, the majority of the ref-
erences occur in inscriptions of the twelfth~thirteenth centuries, and
second, the geographical context of many of them is west Rajasthan,
a land of relatively higher water scarcity.
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II

Having established artificial irrigation as a part of the system of cultiva-
tion, at least in some areas of early medieval Rajasthan, it is natural to
now seek to examine what relationship, if any, it had with a supposed
change in crop production and the development of agriculture in
general. However, any idea of progress can be empirically substantiated
only if sufficient comparable material is available for the early period,
which, as we have seen, is not the case. Evidence of crop production
in early medieval period has also to be strenuously culled from the
mostly indirect information that the inscriptions offer. Hence, only a
sketchy and descriptive presentation can be made here.

To start with I would like to go back to the Dabok inscription
of 644; the evidence conatined in it may be broadly applied to
the Udaipur area. It specifies the boundaries of three plots of land
and mentions therein arahattas, puskarini and tatdkas. The impression
one thus gets is that the cultivated areas referred to were thoroughly
irrigated. While no crop is mentioned, some of the areas are specified
as Saradya-graismikaksetram suggesting, in all likelihood, that artificial
irrigation facilitated double-cropping and the production of kharif
and rabi crops in these areas. Unfortunately no such information is
available from records of the few following centuries and it is only
from the eleventh century onward that an idea of the crops culti-
vated emerges. An inscription of 1059 from Panahera (Banswara)*
may refer to rice-fields irrigated by araghatas. Cultivation of godhsima
(wheat) appears to have been on a larger scale and is attested by a
number of inscriptions. Many of the Nanana (Marwar) inscriptions
of the first half of the twelfth century’”’ mention cesses and rents
in the form of a certain measure of godhima from araghatta fields.
Identical evidence is obtainable from the Kekind ( Jodhpur) inscrip-
tion of 1143.%® The Vagin (Sirohi district) inscription of 1302% also

% EI XX, pp. 122-125.

% Ibid., XXI, pp. 42-50.

¥ Ibid., XXXIII, pp. 2381,

* PRASWC, 191011, p. 35.
¥ Ibid., 1916-17, p. 65.



records the gift of a certain quantity of godhsima to a temple from land
irrigated by a dhivada. Yava (barley) was another cereal which was cul-
tivated on a large scale by artificial irrigation. The Lalrai inscriptions
of 1176* specify the amount of barley to be levied from different
fields irrigated by araghatta. The Arthuna (Banswara) record of 1214
also mentions arahatte yava-hdraka (one hdraka of barley per arahatta) as
one of the levies. Among others cereals yugandhari ( jawdr or millet)
is mentioned as the produce of a royal holding (rdjakiyabhoga) in
the Sanderav inscription of 1164, but the record does not indicate
the effect on production of artificial irrigation. Pulses were another
item of produce mentioned in the records. The Manglana ( Jodhpur)
inscription of 1215,* which refers to the construction of a vdpi in an
area of water scarcity, fixes dhdnyakorada se I as the levy per plough.
Korada, according to the editor of the epigraph, represents, in local
usage, such varieties as musng, cdnd, jawdr, etc., and dhdnya is here
certainly used in the sense of ‘grain’. Among the items listed in the
Bhinmal inscription of 1249* are godhima (wheat), cokha (rice) and
musniga (pulses); the list, however, relates to the stock of food grains in
a bhanddgara, and there is no way of ascertaining whether they were
locally produced on irrigated fields. There is also little evidence of the
cultivation of commercial crops and the benefits of artificial irrigation
are not too explicit in epigraphic sources. Reference may, however,
be made in this connection to the Sevadi (Bali district) inscription of
1119* which mentions tila (sesame) produced in an area which seems
to have been under irrigation from reservoirs. Cultivation of oilseeds,
perhaps making possible the operation of local ghdnakas (oilmills), is
attested to by the Manglana inscription of 1215,* cited above. The

“ ELXI, pp. 49-51.

! Tbid., XXIV, pp. 295-310.

2 Ibid., XI, pp. 46-7.

“ A, XLI, pp. 85-8.

“ EI X1, pp. 53-7; also D. Sharma, Early Chauhan Dynasties(Delhi-Jullundur-Luc-
know, 1959), pp. 300-01.

% EI XI, pp. 304-13.

# See above. Cf. Nadlai (Desuri) inscription of 1143 which refers to oil from
dtmiyaghdnaka (EI XI, pp. 41-2).
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list of items brought to the market at Arthuna in Banswara*’ includes
djyataila (sesame oil), taila (oil) and tavani (sugar cane). As has been
shown before, in both these areas barley and other varieties of grains
were produced in fields irrigated by a vdpi and araghatta.

The above survey is not an exhaustive one and it certainly is not
intended to cover the total area under cultivation, the extent of which
is, in any case, beyond any method of computation at present. From
a number of inscriptions only those that bear, directly or indirectly,
upon the relationship between artificial irrigation and the production
of certain crops have been selected here. Even so it is perhaps signifi-
cant that evidence relating to crop production and the emergence of
settlements on a large scale and variety in water scarcity areas like
Marwar does not date back to a period much earlier than the early
medieval. This leaves some room for postulating a connection between
territorial expansion of agriculture and artificial irrigation. Secondly,
the reference to double-cropping,® although it is the only one of its
kind, would establish that a certain growth in production could be
achieved through the organization of artificial irrigation.

II1

How was artificial irrigation socially organized? This question is
particularly pertinent to western Rajasthan where water was scarce,
so much so that in 994 when a land—grant was made at Bolera®
in the kingdom of the Caulukya ruler, Milarija I, to brahman $ri
Dirghiciryya it consisted of a piece of land with a share of only
one third of the water from a well (Ghdghalikipa-tribhdgodakena
saha). It is significant that the land lay in the mandala of Satyapura
(Sanchor) enjoyed by Milardja I himself (svabhujyamana) and its
gift was executed by his mahattama Sivarija. That water was an
important administrative concern in this area is revealed by royal
initiative in the necessary work of construction and the nature of

47 See above.
* See above.
% EI X, pp.76-9.



gift specifications. The Manglana inscription of 1215% indicates
Cihamana initiative in the construction of a vdpi in an area defined
as a daumdrabhami (land of water scarcity). The Kadmal plate of
Gubhila Vijayasithha (1083),>* while giving away to the donee’ full
right over the fifth part of every item of produce of the donated
village to the extent of its boundaries’, mentions as an exception
‘the income of taxes and drainage, in which he received only half
(i.e. one tenth part), the other half going to the donor himself’.
Along with these may be grouped the evidence of a Bamnera plate
which records that in 1165% when a well (dhikuada) at the village
of Koramhtaka was given to a brahman by the Nadol Cihamina
prince, Ajayarija, the donee was enjoined not to disturb or destroy
the channel (ndlabdu na lopya).

Such meaningful information is rather sparsely available. We may,
however, raise two questions. First, what are the major categories
of people from whom grants of the facilities of artificial irrigation
emanate? The answer to this may indicate the incidence of owner-
ship and the financing of artificial irrigation facilities such as tanks,
reservoirs and araghattas. Secondly, who are the major beneficiaries of
such grants? The answers to the second question are usually found in
the same records which yield answers to the first one.

There are obvious indications in the records that grants of irri-
gational facilities emanated largely from the rulers and their officials.
This, however, is an observation based on the proportion of such
grants to the total number of grants examined and is not intended to
suggest a rigid generalization. Still, it is significant that while an early
inscription—of the middle of the seventh century—records the grant
of two plots of arahatta-land to a temple by an individual called Vaidya
Giyaka of a Kiyastha family,® such an example is seldom repeated in
later times, although epigraphic references to arahattas are far more
numerous in that period.

% See above.
3t EL XXXI, pp. 237-48.
2 Ibid., XIIL, pp. 208-10.

3 See above.
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The majority of early medieval grants may, for our purpose,
thus be arranged dynasty-wise, and some of the representative ones
may be cited here. In 946 two plots of land were given out of the
bhoga of Srividagdha (his signature appears on the plate along with
that of mahdsamanta dandandyaka Sri Midhava, an official of the
Gurjara-Pratiharas) for performance of different rites of the god
Srimad-Indradityadeva at the village of Dhiripadraka (‘Dharyavad in
Mewar near the boundary of Partabgarh’).* One of these plots was
given along with an araghatta (sadharars Kacchakannima arahatena tu
sarmyutam dattam). No other comparable record of the Gurjara-Pratihara
period has been found® and it appears that the number of such grants
increased in the period of the later Rajput dynasties. The evidence of
the Kadmal plate of the Guhila Vijayasihha has already been referred
to.” The Virapura inscription of 1185 mentions Amrtapila Guhila of
Vagada as having donated a well (an araghatta?) and two halas of land
to a brahman at the village of Gatauda in Sagpaficasata (Chappana in
Udaipur district).” The inscriptions of the Paramaras of Vigada also
record grants of different plots of land, including some irrigated by
araghattas, to the god Mandalesvara at Panahera.?®

It is, however, in the areas that belonged to the Nadol Cihamina
family that certain aspects of agrarian economy, based on araghata-
irrigation, come into clearer focus. Here too we have a number of
inscriptions recording straightforward grants of land. Thus several
inscriptions of Bamnera, of 1163 and 1166, refer to the gift of doli
(i.e. land given to brihmanas, svamis, religious establishments and so
on) irrigated by a dhiku and araghatta by the Nadol Cihamana rulers,
Ajayasirhha and Kelhana.*® The Ajari record of 1183% mentions the
grant of an arahatta by kumara Palhanadeva and paftarini Sigaradevi.

¥ EL XIV, pp. 176ff.

* Cf,, however, the Dholpur inscription of 827 recording the construction of a vdpi
by the Cihamana Candamahisena (ZDMG, XL, pp. 38ff).

% See above.

57 ARRM, 1930, pp. 2-3.

58 See above, p. 309, note 1.
¥ PRASWC, 1908-9, p. 53.

% Ibid., 1910-11, pp. 38-9.



A few other records specify gifts, not of araghattas, but of a share
of the produce from araghatta fields, such gifts being, in fact, more
common in the records of western Rajasthan. In 1110, in the
reign of mahdrdjadhirdja Asvarija and the yauvardjya of Srikatukardja,
mahdsdhaniya Uppalaraja, along with his family members and rela-
tives, made a gift of one hdraka of yava (barley) on each arshatta at
three villages for the daily worship of Sridharmanitha at Samipitiya
Caitya (Sevadi, Bali district, Godwar).* The Lalrai inscription of 1176
mentions a local levy, apparently on the produce of an araghatta-field,
for the festival of Sintinitha fixed by prince Lisanapila who enjoyed
(the ‘jagir’ of) Sininava along with prince Abhayapila and queen
Mahibaladevi.®? In 1291 at Korta, a selahatha®® fixed 3 drammas (2) as
payment to be collected from each araghatta for the fair festival of the
sun-god Mahasvimi.*

It is not clear what such levies imply. The donors were obviously
not transferring their entire revenue to the donees (as is usual in the
case of land-grants) but only a part of it, and that too in connection
with certain religious occasions. In the case of the royal and official
holdings this may indicate that, apart from a fixed amount of revenue
from tenants who were likely to have cultivated such holdings,%

* ELXI, pp. 28-30.

52 Ibid., pp. 49-51.

% For selahata or sailahasta, see A. K. Majumdar, Chaulukyas of Gujarat (Bombay,
1956), p. 235.

¢ PRASWC, 19089, pp. 52-3.There is one interesting record of 1143 from Bali
(EL X1, pp. 32-3) in which mention is made of contributions, not from araghatas,
but for araghattas. In this period the village of Valahi (Bali) was being frequented
by queen Sri Tihunaki and on the occasion of the festival of goddess Bahughma of
this village, one dramma each was granted by Bopanava-stambhana to the araghattas
Sitka, Bhariya, Bohada, Hahiya, etc. It is not clear what such contributions imply.
For analysis of inscriptions from the Nadol Cihamina region see ‘Villages, Wells and
Rulers in South-eastern Marwar: Aspects of Rural Settlements and Rural Society in
the Kingdom of Nadol Cihamanas’ in Brajadulal Chattopadhyaya, Aspects of Rural
Settlements and Rural Society in Early Medieval India (Calcutta, 1990), pp. 70-92.

% The tenant-stratum in the composition of agrarian classes is suggested by both
the Dabok inscription of 644 (EI, XX, pp. 122-5) and the Nanana inscriptions of the
first half of the twelfth century (ibid., XXXIII, pp. 238fF).
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further and occasional redistribution of produce was in vogue—a
process perhaps not unconnected with the provision of irrigational
facilities in such lands.

This redistributional aspect is also clear from the Ahada grant of
1207% and the Nanana plates of the first half of the twelfth century.®’
The Ahada grant records the gift of the araghatta Mioda at Ahida
in Medipata (Mewar) to a brahman by the Caulukya, Bhimadeva
I1, but ‘the ninth part of the crops produced by irrigation from this
well’ was assigned to the local Bhailasvami temple. According to the
Nanana plates, the land and the araghatta apparently belonged to the
temple of Sripurusa and several matha establishments at Nanana, but
the king, Agvaraja, probably intervened to make fresh allotments and
reallotments. An araghatta called Naravattaka, located at the village
of Devanandita, which was in the possession of the mathapati, was
granted for the maintenance of the god Candalesvara. Besides the
retinue of songstresses and musicians allotted to the god were two
individuals, Silipati and Sripila, who were presumably engaged in the
operation of the araghatta. Apart from the light this piece of evidence
may throw on the possible existence of some form of temple slavery
in early medieval Rajasthan, it also shows that on the strength of the
ownership of araghatta-fields, a temple establishment could engage
certain types of labour and assign to them fixed portions of produce
from such fields. The second point is also clear from another Nanana
plate which mentions an araghatta at the village of Bhintalavida,
which was probably leased out to one Kumira whose annual rent to
the temple—S5 drogas of wheat—was allotted to a mehari (songstress)
named Sobhik3.%

Araghattas, where they existed, thus seem to have played an important
role in rural economy and within the existing institutional frame-
work of patronage. Apart from the kings, the Paficakulas—apparently

% ARRM, 1931, p. 4.

¢ EIL XXXIII, pp. 238fF.

¢ There are other records dealing with proprietary rights over lands and wells
held by temple establishments. The Bamnera inscription of 1165 mentions a dhiku
(well or field irrigated by a well) as the property of god Mahisvami (PRASWC,
1908-9, p. 53).



executive bodies mostly appointed by the king®—also transferred
land and araghattas to brahman donees and religious establishments
and were, in some cases, entrusted with the supervision of cesses from
araghatta-fields.”® In several cases a corporate body such as a gosthi was
instructed to look after the levy on agricultural produce imposed
in an irrigated area.”' A solitary record, from Lalrai, shows a group
of siras (cultivators) as transferring a share of their produce from an
araghatta field to a temple, but here too the ‘jdgir’ of Sarhninaka was
held (sarindnakabhoktd) by rdjaputra Abhayapila, and the cultivators
were, in all likelihood, his tenants either individually or collective-
ly.”? Apart from the Dabok record of 644, to our knowledge the only
other record which indicates the prevalence of individual ownership
of araghatta fields is an inscription of 1143 from Kekind.” Here it is
an individual, Copadeva, who makes a gift of 1 haraka of wheat per
araghatta to the god Gunesgvara.

While the few records cited above may justifiably be taken to imply
that the organization of artificial irrigation was not an exclusive royal
concern, the incidence of inscriptional references to official initia-
tive in the construction of wells and reservoirs and of the ownership
of araghattas, in twelfth-century Rajasthan in particular, still remains
significant. In western Rajasthan this is understandable because of the
naturally large size of the holdings™ and the likelihood that the cost of
tank excavation and well construction was very high.” If, on the basis

¢ For the composition and functions of the Paficakulas, see A. K. Majumdar,
Chaulukyas of Gujarat, pp. 236—42.

7 PRASWC, 191011, pp. 38-9; EI XXII, pp. 192-6.

7 IA, XLI, pp. 85-8.

7 EILXI, pp. 50-1.

» PRASWC, 1910-11, p. 35.

7 SeeV. C. Misra, Geography of Rajasthan, p. 66.

7 1 have not been able so far to trace any contemporary Rajasthani evidence which
would show what expenses were involved. There is, however, 2 sixteenth century
inscription (Toda-Raising inscription of 1547, EI, XXX, pp. 192-3) from the Jaipur
area which records that the construction of a vdpi cost tar 1001 (i.e., fasikd identified
with silver coins of Sher Shih and Islim Shih). Its equivalent in Mewar currency
(Mevadya nand) is also given, but the rate of exchange cannot be ascertained owing
to the faulty nature of the evidence (I owe this reference to Professor D. C. Sircar).
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of the discussion above, it is possible to suppose that there existed, in
early medieval Rajasthan, a certain positive correlation between what
may be called (to change the phraseology a little) ‘induced’ irrigation
organization and a general growth in agricultural production, then
irrigational efforts could and did to a certain extent generate economic
and social power, albeit at microscopic political-spatial levels. This essay
does not represent any attempt to revive the sensitive polemics on
‘hydraulic society’ per se,”® but seeks merely to conclude, on the basis
of some empirical data, that under certain geographical conditions
and the initiatives taken by an emergent socio-political system the
organizational aspects of irrigation could assume a significance which
would perhaps be absent in a different historical context.

Another record, from Manda, Jhalawar, is dated 1485 ap and refers to the excava-
tion of a tank at a cost of 7237% (arikds (ARRM, 1914, p. 6, no. 11). Contemporary
evidence comes from Madhya Pradesh and also relates to the excavation of a tank.
A Rewa inscription of samvat 944 (1192?) refers to the excavation of a tank by
Malayasirhha, a feudatory of the Cedis, at the cost of 1500 farikakas with the figure of
the Buddha on them (PRASWC, 1920-21, p. 52).

76 Assaults on the application of this concept in an unqualified form to the Indian
context will be found in: Irfan Habib, ‘An examination of Wittfogel’s Theory of
Oriental Despotism’, Enquiry, no. 6 (1961), 54~73; Romila Thapar, The Past and
Prejudice (New Delhi, 1975), Lecture 3; and B. O’Leary, The Asiatic Mode of Production:
Oriental Despotism, Historical Materialism and Indian History (Oxford, 1989), passim. See
also P. Anderson, Lineages of the Absolutist State (London, 1979), note B.



CHAPTER ’,

Origin of the Rajputs
The Political, Economic and Social Processes
in Early Medieval Rajasthan”

HE ORIGIN OF THE RAJPUTS is a red herring much dragged

about in historical writings on early-medieval and medieval

India. These writings reveal an extreme polarity of opinions,
extending in range from attempts to trace the Rajputs to foreign
immigrant stocks of the post-Gupta period—explaining in the process
a later origin myth, namely the Agnikula myth, as a purification
myth—to contrived justifications for viewing the Rajputs as of pure
ksatriya origin.! The question of the indigenous origin of the Rajputs
assumed symbolic overtones in the heyday of nationalist historiogra-
phy, and in the historical and purely literary writings of various genres
the military and chivalrous qualities of the Rajputs were repeatedly

* Reprinted from The Indian Historical Review, vol. 111, no. 1 (1976).

! Theories about the origin of the Rajputs constitute a voluminous literature. The
relevant bibliographical references are, however, available in some recent works on
Rajasthan: D. Sharma, Early Chauhan Dynasties (A Study of Chauhan Political History,
Chauhan Political Institutions and Life in the Chauhan Dominions from c. 800 to 1316 AD)
(Delhi, 1959), passim, idem, ed., Rajasthan Through the Ages, I (Bikaner, 1966), passim;
and J. N. Asopa, Origin of the Rajputs (Delhi, 1976), passim.
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projected. At the level of historical writing, C. V. Vaidya may be cited
as epitomizing an extreme stand in this viewpoint. He states:
The Rajputs who now came to the front and who by their heroism diffuse such
glory on the period of Medieval Indian history cannot but have been the descendants

of Vedic Aryans. None but Vedic Aryans could have fought so valiantly in defence of
the ancestral faith? (empbhasis added).

Another facet of this viewpoint is revealed by the suggestion—
repeated in recent writings—that the Rajputs rose to prominence in
the process of resisting foreign invasions and that they ‘shouldered
willingly the Ksatriyas’ duty of fighting for the land as well as its
people and culture’.? -

At the level of narrative political history, the reconstruction of
the early history of the Rajputs follows a pattern which has recently
been characterized as a tendency to ‘dynasticize’. This tendency is
evident in most attempts to deal with genealogies found in epigraphs,
and what such attempts manifest is ‘the practice of rationalizing the
inscriptions of a number of rulers of uncertain date and lineage into
dynastic superstructures, thereby conferring both temporal and genetic
relationships on them where the data provide neither’, and further,
the ‘even more wide practice of juxtaposing and concatenating short
genealogies and grafting them into an impressive whole which is truly
greater than the sum of its parts’.*

The most recent writings on the early history of the Rajputs have
not substantially deviated from these assumptions and methods. As a
result, even in detailed studies on Rajasthan, the origin of the Rajputs
in the early medieval period has hardly been examined as a process
which may have had parallels or otherwise in early medieval devel-
opments outside the region. The study of the Rajputs in isolation,
therefore, seldom refers to the factors, except in the form of facile

> C.V. Vaidya, History of Medieval Hindu India, 11, Early History of Rajputs (750 to
1000 4D) (Poona, 1924), p. 7.

* D. Sharma, ed., Rajasthan Through the Ages, 1, p. 106.

* David P. Henige, ‘Some Phantom Dynasties of Early and Medieval India:
Epigraphic Evidence and the Abhorrence of a Vacuum’, BSOAS, XXXVIIL, pt. III
(1975), p. 526.



generalizations, which are now known to have been in operation in
early medieval India.’ Admittedly, the pattern of the emergence of the
Rajputs may show substantial deviations from developments outside
western India, but the plea that the phenomenon should be examined
as a total process still holds good. What is attempted in this paper,
which is only an outline of an intended fuller study, is to view this
process and to trace the early stages of the history of such clans as
came to be recognized as Rajput.®

The general framework for the paper is provided by the recent
analyses of claims to traditional ‘ksatriya’ status, which became wide-
spread in the early medieval period.” Such claims were attempts to
get away from, rather than reveal, the original ancestry, and they
underline the nature of a polity in which new social groups con-
tinued to seek various symbols for the legitimization of their newly
acquired power. Furthermore, ‘Rajput’, like the traditional varna
categories, is known to have been assimilative in space and time and
has, until recent times, been a recognizable channel of transition from
tribal to state polity.® The processes of Rajputization, thus at work in

® What we have in mind here are such factors as the formation of numerous new
castes, emergence of dynasties seeking ksatriya status, accent on locality in social rela-
tions and so on. For a brief statement of some of the factors, see R. S. Sharma, Social
Changes in Early Medieval India (c. AD 500-1200) (Delhi, 1969).

¢ The existence of the Rajputs in the tenth-twelfth centuries has often been
doubted; see Norman P. Ziegler, ‘Marvari Historical Chronicles: Sources for the
Social and Cultural History of Rajasthan’, IESHR, XIII, no. 2 (April-June 1976),
p. 242. The doubt is, however, unfounded, since by the twelfth century the term
rdjaputra had come to acquire the later connotation of the term ‘Rajput’. See the
details that follow, particularly those in section IV.

7 For relevant details regarding such claims, see D. C. Sircar, The Guhilas of Kiskindhd
(Calcutta, 1965}, pp. 1-23; also Romila Thapar, ‘The Image of the Barbarian in Early
India’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, XIII, no. 4 (1971), pp. 427-9. For a
few examples of how a standard gotra provided legimacy, see R. N. Nandi, ‘ Gotra and
Social Mobility in the Deccan’, PIHC, XXXIInd session (1970), pp. 118~22. The
gotras of the Rajput clans also require a fresh analysis.

® See Surajit Sinha, ‘State Formation and Rajput Myth in Tribal Central India’, Man
in India, xlii, no. 1 (1962), pp. 35-80; also K. Suresh Singh, ‘A Study in State-formation
among Tribal Communities’, in R. S. Sharma and V. Jha, ed., Indian Society: Historical
Probings (In Memory of D. D. Kosambi) (Delhi, 1974), pp. 317-36.
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different periods and different areas, may have been dissimilar, and
the concept of Rajputization, which also has some bearing on the
present problem, is taken here to be relevant only to the extent that
it points to the necessity of viewing the Rajput phenomenon in the
early medieval period in terms of a process, rather than in terms of
the ancestry, genuine or concocted, of individual dynastics.

A preliminary idea of the processes involved may be formed by
trying to define the term ‘Rajput’. As in other periods, so in the
early medieval period too, it may not be at all easy to distinguish the
Rajputs from the non-Rajputs, despite the clear evidence regarding
certain recognizable clans and frequent references to the rdjaputras
in inscriptions and literature. One way of recognizing the early
Rajputs may be by extrapolating evidence from later literature.
Statements regarding the lists of Rajput clans, traditionally num-
bering thirty-six, are available in relatively early works such as the
Kumarapalacarita® and the Varparatngkara.' The Radjatarangini'' too
refers to the number thirty-six. An analysis of the composition of
various lists—for the lists never tally with one another'>—suggests
that the composition was not such as could be considered immutable
by the contemporary compilers. If the early medieval and medieval
references to the rdjaputras in general are taken into account, they
represented a ‘mixed caste’'® and ‘constituted a fairly large section of
petty chiefs holding estates’.’* The criterion for inclusion in the list
of Rajput clans was provided by the contemporary status of a clan
at least in the early stages of the crystallization of Rajput power.
However, the names of certain clans—such as the Cihaminas or the
Pratiharas—occur regularly in the lists, possibly due to their politi-
cal dominance. Sources relating to them are also voluminous, and

* Cited in B. N. S. Yadava, Society and Culture in Northern India in the Twvelfth Century
(Allahabad, 1973), p. 37.

1 Ibid.

1 VII 1617-8.

2 Compare the lists given in Yadava, pp. 36-7.
3 Cited in ibid., p. 34.

' Apardjitaprechd, a text of the twelfth century, cited in ibid., p. 34.



as such references to these clans will be more frequent throughout
this paper than to others.

There are two important pointers to the process of the emer-
gence of the Rajputs in the early medieval records. As these records
suggest, at one level the process may have to be juxtaposed with
the spate of colonization of new areas. The evidence of such colo-
nization has to be traced not only in the significant expansion of
the number of settlements but also in some epigraphic references,
suggesting an expansion of agrarian economy. Any assertion about
an increase in the number of settlements is, in the absence of any
detailed historical-geographical study, only impressionistic. But in
view of the widespread distribution of archaeological remains®
and epigraphs of the period as well as the appearance of numerous
new place names, there cannot be any doubt about the validity of
the assumption. A brief reference to the names of several places
and territorial divisions may be meaningful in this context. The
term sapddalaksa, which was used to denote the territory of the
Cihamainas,' may indicate, like the territorial divisions of the
Deccan suffixed with numbers, an expansion of village settlements."
In fact, some of the territorial divisions with suffixed numbers
mentioned in the Skanda Purina such as Viguri 80,000 or Virita
36,000 have been located in Rajasthan.'® The Nadol Cihamina
kingdom was known as saptasata and an inscription from Nanana,
relating to this family, claims that it was made into saptasahasrika by
a Cihamaina king who killed simddhipas (chiefs of the boundaries of

15 Compare the lists of early historical sites with those of the early medieval period
in K. C. Jain, Ancient Cities and Towns of Rajasthan (Delhi, 1972), passim. Archaeologi-
cal reports covering sites, monuments and epigraphs of Rajasthan convey the same
impression.

16 D. Sharma, ed., Rajasthan Through the Ages, i, p. 18.

7 See G.S. Diksit, Local Self-government in Medieval Karnataka (Dharwar, 1964), pp.
24-8; also T.Venkateswara Rao, ‘Numerical Figures Affixed to the Names of Territo-
rial Divisions in Medieval Andhra’, Itihas, Journal of the Andhra Pradesh Archives, II,
no. 1 (January—June 1974), pp. 53-8,

18 D, Sharma, ed., Rajasthan Through the Ages, 1, p. 19.
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his kingdom) and annexed their villages.”” In the records of about
the twelfth century, the Abu area was known as astddasasata.® If
all this cumulatively suggests a proliferation of settlements, then
the relationship of this process, through an expansion of agrarian
economy, may be postulated with the emergence of the early
Rajputs from about the seventh century. Apart from the inscrip-
tions of the Gubhilas of Kiskindhd®' and of Dhavagarti,? which
refer to irrigation-based agriculture, a more specific connection
is suggested by a few records of the Mandor Pratiharas. A Ghatiyala
inscription of Kakkuka, of ap 861,% credits him with cattle raids
and the destruction by fire of villages in the inaccessible Vataninaka.
Kakkuka made the land ‘fragrant with the leaves of blue lotuses and
pleasant with groves of mango and madhuka trees, and covered it
with leaves of excellent sugarcane’. Another Ghatiyala record, also
of his time and dated Ap 861,” mentions the resettlement of a place
characterized as Abhirajanadarunah, ‘terrible because of being inhab-
ited by the Abhiras’. The place was not only conquered, but a village,
Rohinsakiipa, as well as Maddodara (identified with Mandor), were
provided with markets. Kakkuka is repeatedly mentioned in the
Ghatiyala inscriptions as having installed hatta and mahdjana in
the area which, apparently unhabitable by good people (asevyah
sadhujandndm), now came to be crowded with brihmanas, soldiers
and merchants. When seen in the light of some other inscriptions
of western and central India, which also speak of the suppression
of the Sabaras, Bhillas and Pulindas,? this evidence from Rajasthan

Y hatva simadhipan sathkhye tesdth griman pragrhya ca, desah saptasato yena saptasihasrika
krtah, Nadol fragmentary grant (V. 14), edited in D. Sharma, Early Chauhan Dynasties,
p. 189.

® D. Sharma, ed., Rajasthan Through the Ages, 1, pp. 18-19.

2 Sircar, The Guhilas ..., pp. 74-5.

2 EI XX, pp. 122-5.

# For an idea of the methods and spread of irrigation in eatly medieval Rajasthan,
sec ‘Irrigation in Early Medieval Rajasthan’ in this volume.

# JRAS (1895), pp. 519-20.

¥ ELIX,p.280.

% Ibid., I, p. 337, v. 22.



may reveal two important aspects of a process. First, the territo-
rial expansion of what came to be known as Rajput power was
achieved, at least in certain areas, at the expense of the erstwhile
tribal settlements. Similar movements for expansion are found in
the cases of the Guhilas and the Cihamanas as well. Though the
Gubhila settlements in various parts of Rajasthan are found as early
as in the seventh century ap, slightly later traditions recorded in
the inscriptions of the Nagda-Ahar Guhilas trace their movement
from Gujarat.”’ There is also a voluminous bardic tradition which
suggests that the Guhila kingdoms in south Rajasthan succeeded
the earlier tribal chiefdoms of the Bhils.? The Guhila connection
with the Bhils, implied in the part that the latter played in the
coronation ceremony of the Guhila kings,” is also suggested in an
Ekalingaji temple inscription of ap 1282:

The enemies of king Allata being impotent to show their contempt (towards him)

in battlefield treat the Bhilla women disrespectfully who describe his actions with
pleasure in each of the mountains,*

The movement of the Cihaminas, according to the tradi-
tion mentioned in their inscriptions, was from Ahicchatrapura to
Sikambhari or Jangaladesa, which, one would assume from the name
and topography of Jingaladesa,* led to the colonization of a gener-
ally uncharted area. The Nadol branch of the Cihamina family was
founded in the Godwar region of southeast Marwar (Pali district)

7 [A, XXXI1X, pp. 186ff; EI, XXXI, pp. 2371

B Sircar, The Guhilas ..., pp. 3—4.

® James Tod, Annals and Antiquities of Rajasthan, ed., William Crooke, Indian reprint
(Delhi, 1971), p. 262.

% A Collection of Prakrit and Sanskrit Inscriptions (Bhavnagar Archaeological
Department, Bhavnagar, n. d.), pp. 74ff. For further discussion, see also Nandini
Sinha, ‘Guhila Lineages and the Emergence of State in Early Medieval Mewar’, M.
Phil Dissertation (Centre for Historical Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New
Delhi, 1988).

' D.Sharma, ed., Rajasthan Through the Ages, I, p. 12, cites Sabdarthacintamani to show
the following characteristics of the region: ‘the sky is generally clear, trees and water
are scarce, and the land abounds in sami (propis spicigena), karira (capprisaphylla), pilu
(careya rborea) and karkandhu (ziziphus jujula) trees’.
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by Laksmana, whose military adventurism, according to tradition
recorded in the Purdtanaprabandhasatigraha and Nainsis Khyat,»
led to the formation of a kingdom at the expense of the Medas of
that area. Another example of the same process is available in the
bardic legends of Pallival Chand, which narrate how Rathoda Siha
was brought in to keep away the Medas and Minas.* Secondly, as
already mentioned in connection with the reference to Pratthira
Kakkuka’s inscriptions, the colonization of new areas appears to have
been accompanied by what may be loosely termed a more advanced
economy. In other words, Rajasthan, in the period when Rajput
polity was beginning to emerge, was, in its various areas, undergoing
a process of change from tribalism. Some facets of change that such
a transition presented elsewhere in India may thus seem to have been
present in early medieval Rajasthan as well.

As the second point suggests, to conceive of the emergence of the
Rajputs only in terms of colonization would be to take a wrong view
of the total process involved, and here we come to the second pointer
provided by the records. The fact that the mobility to ksatriya status was
in operation elsewhere in the same period prompts one to look for its
incidence also in Rajasthan. The cases of two groups who are included
in the list of Rajput clans are significant in this context. One is that of
the Medas who are considered to have reached the Rajput status from
a tribal background.* The other is that of the Hiinas.* The inclusion of
these two groups in the Rajput clan structure is sufficient to belie any
assumption that the structure could be composed only of such groups
as were initially closely linked by descent, ‘foreign’ or ‘indigenous’.

11

Apart from the fact that the rdjaputras are mentioned in certain
sources as being of mixed caste, the evidence relating to the Medas

% Cited by D. Sharma, Early Chauhan Dynasties, pp. 121-2.
¥ IA,xl,p. 183.

* Yadava, Society and Culture in Northern India, p.34.

* Ibid.



and the Hinas cited above thus leads one to search not for the
original ancestry of the clans but for the historical stages in which
the Rajput clan structure came to be developed. This can initially
be done with reference to some major clans which played a politi-
cally dominant role in early medieval Rajasthan. For the purpose
of this paper, these clans are the Pratiharas, the Guhilas and the
Cihamanas.

To start with the Pratihiras, despite some laboured attempts to
dissociate them from the Gurjaras on the plea that Gurjara, in the
‘Gurjara-Pratihara’ combine, represented the country and not the
people® it would appear that the Pratihiras who rose to prominence
sometime in the eighth century were really from the Gurjara stock.
In early India, janapada names were commonly interchangeable with
tribal names.”” Secondly, the argument that the Pratihiras could not
have emerged from the pastoral Gurjara stock is misplaced, because as
early as in the seventh century, the Gurjaras of Nandipuri represented
a ruling family.*® Thirdly, a branch of the Pratihiras in the Alwar area
is taken to represent the Bad Gujars.** Documents dating from the
seventh century suggest a wide distribution of the Gurjaras as a politi-
cal power in western India, and references to Gurjara commoners
may indicate that the political dominance of certain families reflected
a process of stratification that had developed within the stock. The
Paficatantra evidence which mentions the Gurjara country as provid-
ing camels for sale® may suggest, though inadequately, pastoralism.
The Gurjaras are mentioned as cultivators also in an inscription of a
Gurjara-Pratihara king, Mathana, from Rajorgarh in Alwar.*! It would
seem that the Pratihiras, like several other Gurjara lineages, branched
off the Gurjara stock through the channel of political power, and the

% D. Sharma, ed., Rajasthan Through the Ages, 1, pp. 4721t

¥ See H. C. Raychaudhuri, in The Early History of the Decan, ed., G. Yazdani
(Oxford University Press, 1960), ch. I.

¥ IA, XII1, pp. 70, EI XXIII, pp. 1471F.

¥ K. C. Jain, Ancient Cities and Towns ..., p. 195.

“ mayd gurjaradese gantavyam karabhagrahandya ... tatasca gutjaradese gatva ustrim grhitva
svagrhamdgatah, cited by Asopa, Origin of the Rajputs ..., p. 81, fn. 1.

41

srigurjara vahitasamastaksetra, EI 111, pp. 263-7.
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case probably offers a parallel to that of the Kusinas who, originally a
sept of the Yiieh-chih, rose to political eminence and integrated five
different jabgous.*? Further, the fact that some Pratiharas also became
brahmanas will find parallel in developments among the Abhiras out
of whom emerged Abhira braihmanas, Abhira ksatriyas, Abhira ¢adras
and so on.*

Admittedly, all this reconstruction is tenuous and, in the absence
of evidence, even such reconstruction is not possible in the case of
the Cahaminas and the Guhilas. But a definite correlation did exist
between the achievement of political eminence and a movement
towards a corresponding social status. The pattern of this correlation
may be indicated by the following few tables, prepared mostly on the
basis of the epigraphs of the various families of the Pratihiras, the
Gubhilas and the Cihaminas.*

“ Cf. the evidence of the Hou Han-shu cited in K. A. Nilakanta Sastri, A Compre-
hensive History of India, 11, The Mauryas and Sitavihanas (Bombay, 1957), p. 226.

* B. Suryavansi, The Abhiras: Their History and Culture (Baroda, 1962), pp. 39—40.

* The inscriptional references from which these tables are drawn up are selective
but not arbitrary. The column indicating ‘political status’ has often been left blank,
as this status, not always defined in the records, has to be reconstructed. The status is
mentioned in the column only when definite indications are available about it.
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The tables given in the previous pages seem to demonstrate a close
correspondence between the different stages in the assumption of
political power and the stages in which various claims to ancestral
respectability were made, although the genealogies, having been drafted
by different hands, did not always follow a uniform pattern. It would
appear that feudatory status® was incompatible with the stage when
detailed and fabricated reference to a respectable ancestry could be
made. Apart from the evidence already cited, one further point should
make this clear. In a period when detailed genealogies with a respect-
able ancestry were being put forward on behalf of sovereign families of
a clan, another section of the same clan, placed in a feudatory position,
did not advance any such claim at all. Thus a Guhila record of ap
1145 from Mangrol in south Gujarat® speaks of three generations of
Guhila rulers of Mangalapura, who were feudatories of the Caulukyas,
simply as Sri Guhila, although in the same period claims to respectable
ancestry were being made by the Guhilas elsewhere.

When one looks at the different stages in which the genealogies
were being formulated, it further appears that for the majority of the
newly emerging royal lines ‘Brahma-ksatra’ was a transitional status,
which once acquired was not, however, entirely given up, and expla-
nations continued to be given for the supposedly authentic transition
from the brihmana to the ksatriya status. If it be accepted, on the
strength of their relatively later records, that both the Guhilas and
the Cihamanas were originally of brihmanical descent—although no
claims to such descent have been made in their early records—then
the status was being projected in order to legitimize their new ksatriya
role. It may also well be that the ‘Brahma-ksatra’ was a relatively
open status, as can be gathered from its wide currency in India in
this period,”” which was seized upon by the new royal families before

¢ The term ‘feudatory’ is being used here, in the absence of a better alternative,
simply to imply a subordinate position. For a recent critique of the indiscriminate use
of this and such other terms, see B. Stein, ‘The State and Agrarian Order in South
India’, in B. Stein, ed., Essays on South India (Hawaii, 1975), pp. 83—4.

A Collection of Prakrit and Sanskrit Inscriptions, pp. 1571F.

¢7 Sircar, The Guhilas..., pp. 6-11; also D. R. Bhandarkar, ‘Foreign Elements...",
pp. 85-6.



they could formulate a claim to a pure ksatriya origin. This gradual
change is perhaps illustrated by a comparison between two Pratihara
inscriptions of the ninth century from the Jodhpur area. While one,
dated AD 837,%® explains the origin of the Pratihira brahmanas and
Pratihdra ksatriyas in terms of the two wives, one ksatriya and the
other brahmana, of brahmana Haricandra, in the second, dated ap
861, the brihmana wife is dropped from the genealogical list. The
continuation of references to brahmanical origin was as much related
to a concern for pure descent as the need for finding a respectable
source from which the ksatriya status was derived. The genealogy of
the Jodhpur Pratiharas starts with Haricandra who is described in one
record as Pratihdravamsaguru,’® but an elaborate statement of the con-
nection with such a source is provided by a Guhila inscription of AD
1285 from Achaleswar (Mt. Abu):

Assuredly from Brahmalike Harita (Haritarasi=sage) Bappaka obtained, in the
shape of an anklet, the lustre of a Ksatriya and gave the sage his own devotion, his
own brahmanical lustre. Thus even till now, the descendants of that line shine on
this earth, like Ksatriyahood in human form.”

Though not exactly identically, but in a largely similar way, the
Ceros of Bihar, some of whom claimed Rajput status, claimed their
descent from Cyavanarsi.”

All this suggests that detailed genealogies of ruling clans, which came
to be formulated only in the period of change from the feudatory to an
independent status, can hardly be extrapolated for an assessment of actual
origin,although some parts of such genealogies may have been based on a
genuine tradition. The different stages in the formulation of genealogical
claims also thus reveal a political process, it being that of upward mobility
from an initial feudatory position. The Gujarat Gurjaras are stated, both
in their titles and in the declaration of their allegiance to the Valabhi king,
as feudatories. The early Guhilas of Kiskindha and those of Dhavagarta

# EI XVIIL, pp. 97-8.

® JRAS (1895), pp. 519-20.

™ ELIX, p.279.

" A Collection of Prakrit and Sanskrit Inscriptions, p. 89.
2 K. Suresh Singh, ‘A Study in State-formation... ’.
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were feudatories too, and Bappa Rawala, the traditional founder of the
Guhila line of Mewar, appears to have started with a feudatory status as
the title rawala (identical with rdjakula which was sometimes associated
with a subordinate position) suggests. The Cihaminas, both of Gujarat
and Rajasthan, were clearly feudatories of the Gurjara-Pratiharas, and
it may be significant that the second name in the C3hamina geneal-
ogy is samanta (which indirectly suggests a feudatory status) which is
in contrast with the next name npa or naradeva (both meaning king).”
The transition from feudatory to independent status was clearly through
the growth of military strength. The Nandipuri Gurjaras boast of the
protection they gave to the lord of Valabhi who had been overpowered
by Harsa.” The Hansot plates of the Cihaminas begin with the invoca-
tion, ‘Victorious be the Cihamina family excelled with a large army’.”
Similarly, inscriptions of the C3hamina and Pratihira feudatory families
from Rajasthan highlight the part played by them in the military expe-
ditions of their Gurjara-Pratihira overlords.”

The point just made should be interesting inasmuch as it shows
that the emergence of the early Rajput clans took place within the
existing hierarchical political structure. This point is often missed in
efforts to build an image of the Rajputs as making a sudden and bril-
liant debut on the north Indian political scene. An understanding of
this initial political stage is important on one more count. It provides
us with a vantage point from which to examine further processes,
namely how from their initial feudatory position the Rajput clans, in
their bid for political ascendancy, moved towards creating economic
and social bases for their interlocking interests.

III

The process of the emergence of the early Rajputs is associated, at
the level of economy, with certain new features of land distribution

7 The evidence of the Bijholi inscription of ap 1169, EI, XXVI, pp. 84,
7 Ibid., XXIII, pp. 476,

% Ibid., XII, pp. 197fF.

% JA,XLII, p. 58.



and territorial system, which were perhaps present both in the large
empires of the Pratihiras and the Cihaminas as also in the local-
ized kingdoms such as those of the Guhilas. Such features have often
been discussed before,” but in view of their continued association,
in some form or other, with the Rajputs till later times, we shall
only examine them in relation to the consolidation of clan networks
among the early Rajputs. One feature, the incidence of which in this
period appears to have been higher in Rajasthan than elsewhere, was
the distribution of land among the royal kinsmen.” It must, however,
be underlined—because it is not usually so done—that this feature
appears to have represented a process which gradually developed and
which was associated in particular with the spread of one clan, the
Cihamanas. The Pratihira empire being of a rather vast dimension,
the composition of the assignees in the empire was varied,” although
such expressions as vamsapotakabhoga® (this occurs in the Rajor-
garh inscription of Gurjara-Pratihira Mathana of Alwar) have been
understood in the sense of clan patrimony. A certain measure of clan
exclusiveness, which could not have been very rigid in the system
of land distribution, appeared in a nebulous form in Rajasthan in a
slightly later context, and was, as mentioned earlier, associated in par-
ticular with the Cahaminas. The Harsha inscription of ap 973% from
Jaipur area perhaps gives the earliest evidence of such distribution.
Here are mentioned the svabhogas (personal estates) of king Simharija,
his two brothers,Vatsarija andVigraharija, and his two sons, Candaraja
and Govindarija. The inscription also mentions another assignee,
perhaps of the Guhila clan, holding a bhoga. A duhsadhya, an official,
had his own estate too within this kingdom, but his rights were obvi-
ously limited inasmuch as his authority to grant land depended on

7 See R. S. Sharma, Indian Feudalism, c. 300-1200 (University of Calcutta, 1965),
pp. 1765 K. K. Gopal,* Assignments to Officials and Royal Kinsmen in Early Medieval
India (. 700-1200 ap)’ (University of Allahabad Studies, Ancient History section,
1963—4), pp. 75-103.

78 For a general review of the evidence, see K. Gopal, ‘Assignment to Officers ...".
™ See B. N. Puri, The History of the Gurjara-Pratiharas (Bombay, 1957), pp. 1091t.

8 EITII, p. 266f; cf. K. Gopal, p. 91.

8 ELTI, pp. 116-30.
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the approval of the king, whereas others needed no such sanction and
made grants on their own. The process seems to have gone through
further development till the twelfth century when in the areas held
by the Nadol Cihamanas, the assignments, termed variously as grdsa,
grasabhami or bhukti, came to be held by the king, the kumirna or
the crown prince, rdjaputras or sons of the king, the queens and, in
one case, the maternal uncle of the king (who obviously was not a
member of the same clan).®?

To some extent tied up with this feature, but in actual opera-
tion distanced from it, was a new land unit which appears to have
consisted of six villages and the multiples thereof.® The use of
this land unit was by no means limited to Rajasthan; even so the
incidence of its use in this period appears to have been higher in
western India than elsewhere. The units were in many cases parts
of such administrative divisions as mandala, bhukti or visaya,®* but
the statements in inscriptions that villages were attached (pratibad-
dha) to such units may suggest that the units became the nuclei
of some kind of local control. The earliest references to the units
of eighty-four villages seem to be available in Saurashtra,® held,
towards the close of the ninth century, by the Gurjara-Pratihiras,
and its spread to Rajasthan was perhaps intended to facilitate the
distribution of land and political control among the ruling élites.
The Harsha inscription of ap 973, which we have cited earlier,
mentions the Trnakipaka group of twelve as having been held by
Ciahamaina Simbharjja. In the eleventh century radrahadvadasa, which
was located within Cacchurinimangala, was held by the Paramaras
of Kota,*® and in ap 1160 twelve villages attached to Naddulai
(Naddulai-pratibaddhadvadasagramani) were assigned by Cihamina

~ Alhana and his eldest son to Kirttipila, a younger son.?” By the later

& Ibid., XI, pp. 32-3; cf. K. Gopal, pp. 92—4.

8 U. N. Ghosal, Contributions to the History of the Hindu Revenue System (University
of Calcutta, 1929), p. 260.

# EIIX, pp. 2-6;ibid., III, pp. 116~30.

% Ibid., IX, pp. 2-6.

% Ibid., XXIIL, p. 135.

¥ Ibid., IX, pp. 62-6.



part of the fourteenth century, the caurdsia or holders of eighty-four
villages had become, as the evidence of the Visaladeva Rdso suggests,
‘a well-known class of chiefs’,® and, if the pieces of evidence cited
above are any indication, such big holdings emanated from the
process of the distribution of land among the members of the ruling
clans. The caurdsia arrangement was not always strictly adhered to
in the territorial system of the Rajputs, but it did provide a ‘theo-
retical frame’ to that system in which the hierarchy of units and
the linkages between clan members and units could be worked out
fairly well.®* Obviously, the details for identifying such linkages are
absent in our records, but it is significant that, despite inadequate
inscriptional evidence, the rudiments of the caurdsia arrangement
and its connection with the distribution of land can be traced to the
early phases of the crystallization of Rajput polity.

The early phase of Rajput ascendancy also coincided with the
construction of fortresses, numerically on a large scale—a feature
which appears to have been absent in the earlier kingdoms of
Rajasthan,” but which came to be very much a part of the Rajput
territorial system later on. Early medieval inscriptions suggest their
location in different parts of Rajasthan: Kimyakiyakotta in Bharatpur
area,” Rijayapura at Rajor in Alwar,”? Mingdavyapuradurga at Mandor
near Jodhpur,” Citrakiitamahadurga at Chitor,”® Kosavardhanadurga
at Shergarh in Kota,” Suvarnagiridurga at Jalor,” Srimiliyakotta at

8 Cited by K. Gopal, p. 96.

# C. U.Wills, “The Territorial System of the Rajput Kingdoms of Medieval Chat-
tisgarh’, Journal and Proceedings of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, New Series, XV (1919), p.
199.

% See, for example, the early historical material in K. C. Jain, pp. 80-154.

%t EIL XXIV, pp. 32911

%2 Ibid., III, p. 263.

% Ibid., XVII, p. 98.

% H.C.Ray, The Dynastic History of Northern India (Early Medieval Period), 11, Reprint
(Delhi, 1973), p. 1191.

% EIL XXIIL p. 132.

% Also mentioned as Kdricanagirigadha, ibid., I, pp. 54-5.
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Bhinmal,”” Taksakagadha® and other places. The fortresses served not
only defence purposes but had, as the composition of population
in some of them will show, wider functions.” They represented the
numerous foci of power of the ascendant ruling families and appear
to have had close links with landholdings in the neighbouring areas.
The Ropi plates of Paramira Devarija, dated ap 1052, mention the
grant of a piece of land in the svabhujyamanavisaya of Devarija, the
land having been located to the south of Srimiliyakotta.'® Among
its boundaries are mentioned lands belonging to two brahmanas and
a mahdsamantadhipati. Another inscription, of the time of Paramira
Udayaditya, from Shergarh in Kota district, mentions the village Vila-
padraka as belonging to a temple in the Kosavardhanadurga.!®!

References to durgas in the context of lands donated obviously
suggest that the forts were foci of control for their rural surround-
ings—a point which may be further substantiated by a reference to
the Gopagiri inscriptions of the time of the Gurjara-Pratiharas,!®?
which also suggest the same kind of control wielded by an early
medieval fortress. Thus along with the assignment of land, occasion-
ally in terms of units which could be made into administrative units
as well, the construction of fortified settlements in large numbers
could be seen as a part of a process of the consolidation of their
position by the ruling clans.

At the level of social relations, the obvious pointer to this process
would be the marriage network among the clans. The information
available from inscriptions is unfortunately rather limited, and so when
in the genealogical lists a few cases of marriage are mentioned, it may
be assumed with certainty that they have been recorded because of
their significant political implications for the family. Proceeding
onward chronologically from the Pratihira family, one can see a change

7 Ibid., XXII, pp. 196-8.

% K. C.Jain, pp. 256-8.

* EI XXIV, pp. 329fF, ibid., XXIII, pp. 137-41; I4, XL, pp. 175-6.
10 EL XXII, pp. 196-8.

11 Thid,, XXIII, pp. 131-6.

192 Thid., I, pp. 154fF.



in the marriage network pattern in which not only does the supposed
origin of a family play an unimportant part, but there is also a develop-
ment towards an understandable pattern of interclan relationship. As
mentioned earlier, in an inscription of Ap 837 of the Pratihara family
from the Jodhpur area, the originator of the family is mentioned as
having married a brihmana and a ksatriya wife. In another inscription,
of Ap 861, the brahmana wife is dropped from the account of the
ancestry. Towards the end of the genealogy, Kakka, who is very close
to the last and the current ruler in the genealogical list, is mentioned as
having married Padmini of the Bhatti clan, considered by some to be
identical with the Bhattis of Jaisalmer area.'® R ecords of other families
suggest a similar development towards a network which involved
mostly the ruling Rajput clans. In the inscriptions of the Cihaminas
there seems to have been a distinct preference for the Rastrakitas,
Ritraudhas or Rathors. A rdnaka Tribhuvanesvara of this family was
married to Ristrakiita Laksmidevi.'® Alhana of the Cihamina family
of Nadol also married Annalladevi of the Ristrakiita family.!®® Among
the Paramiras of Rajasthan, the marriages known to have been con-
tracted were with the Cihamainas. Paramira Dhiravarsa of Mt. Abu
married the daughter of Cihamina Kelhanadeva.'® Paramaira Satyarija
of the Vigadi family married R3jast, apparently of another Cihamana
family.'” The network was, however, more varied and widespread
with the Gubhilas. Two records, respectively of ap 1000'® and 1008,'”
mention two wives of Guhila mahdsamantadhipati of Nagahrada: one
was tahdrgjfii Sarvadevi who was the daughter of a mahdsamantadhipati
of the solar family; the other was mahdrdjii Jajuka who was similarly the
daughter of a mahdsamantadhipati of the solar family of Bharukaccha.

% EI XVIII, pp. 87-99; also D. Sharma, ed., Rajasthan Through the Ages,1,p. 124,n. 2.
104 EIL XXXVII, pp. 155-8.

15 Tbid., IX, pp. 66ft.

1% Thid., XXXII, pp. 135-8.

97 Thid,, XXI, pp. 42-50.

18 ARRM (1936), p. 2.

199 Thid.
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Alhanadevi, from a Guhila royal family, was married to Gayakarna of
the Cedi family.'"°

Marriage relations, contracted by the Guhilas with specifically
Rajput clans, extended to the Caulukyas,!'! the Paramiras,!!? the
Raigtrakitas,' the Cihamanas'** and the Hiinas.!”® Interclan relation-
ships in terms of marriages contracted could, at a certain point of time,
be limited to two clans and any consistency in the pattern may have
been due to the nature of political relations between such clans, or, as
in the case of the Guhilas, it could be quite expansive. But the network
operated mostly among such clans as came to constitute the Rajput
category. The choice was essentially political, because the families
cited here constituted the ruling elites of early medieval Rajasthan.
Interclan relationships, however, revealed through cases of marriage,
seem to have had wider social implications as well. It could provide
social legitimacy to such groups as the Hinas who had acquired
sufficient political power in western India by this period,!® leading
finally to their inclusion in the Rajput clan list. Secondly, interclan
marriage relationships may have led to collaboration in wider areas
of social and political activity. Thus Guhila Allata, who was married
to a Hiina princess, had a Hana member in a gosthi in the kingdom
of his son, Naravihana.'” Similarly, Ana, belonging to the family of
the Hastikundi Ristrakiitas, was involved in activities concerning a
religious institution in the kingdom of Paramira Dhiravarsa who had
entered into matrimonial relations with the Hastikundi family.!*® In an
inscription of Ap 1168 from Hansi, Hissar district, there is a reference
to one Guhilauta Kilhana, who was the maternal uncle of Prthviraja

10 JA, XVI, pp. 345-55.

111 PRASWC(1905-6), p. 61.

2. E] XXXI, pp. 237-48.

3 Thid.

4[4, XXXIX, pp. 188-9.

15 Tbid.

"¢ For the pockets of Hiina power in this period, see D. C. Sircar, Some Problems of
Kusana and Rajput History (University of Calcutta, 1969), pp. 83-7.

" IA, LVIII, pp. 161fF.

8 Ibid., LVI, pp. 50-1.



Cihamina and put in charge of the Asika fort of the Cahamanas."”
These examples are obviously inadequate, but interclan relationships
offer a key to an understanding of the processes through which Rajput
polity evolved in the early medieval period.

v

In our discussion of the processes leading to the emergence of the
Rajputs in the early medieval period, we have focused so far on a few
major ruling families. Although the term rdjaputra continued to denote,
along with mahdrdjakumara, the ‘son of a king’, as in the inscriptions of
the Nadol Cihaminas,'® there was certainly a gradual change in the
connotation of the term which came to denote descent groups and not
necessarily a particularly exalted political status. A Chitor inscription of
aD 1301 mentions three generations of rdjaputras,’?' perhaps suggesting
that by the close of the thirteenth century the term rdjaputra conveyed
not merely a political status, but an element of heredity as well. The
proliferation of the Rajputs in the early medieval period is suggested
by a variery of sources. Hemacandra’s Trisastisalakdpurusacarita refers
to rdjaputrakah or numerous persons of rdjaputra descent;'** a Mt. Abu
inscription of the late eleventh century speaks of ‘all the rdjaputras of
the illustrious Rdjaputra clan’'® Merutunga in his Prabandhacintamani
mentions hundred rdjaputras of the Paramaira clan.'® It is understandable
then that among the ruling élites, rdjaputra covered a wide range, from
the ‘actual son of a king to the lowest ranking landholder’.'® In terms
of the actual clans recognized as Rajputs, it is clear from the evidence in
the Kumdrapalacarita and the Rdjatarangini that the number had become

% Ibid., XLI, pp. 17-9.

120 EL X1, pp. 49-51.

21 Cited in Asopa, pp. 9-10.

122 1bid.

12 Ibid.

24 Ibid.

25 Irfan Habib, ‘The Social Distribution of Landed Property in Pre-British India
(A Historical Survey)’, in R. S, Sharma and V. Jha, ed., Indian Society: Historical Probings,
p- 285.
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substantial, as mentioned earlier. However, the number given in these
texts suggests not so much a rigid set of thirty-six clans as the idea of
descent setting apart the rdjaputras from the others. To quote a relevant
passage from the Rdjatarargini, ‘Even those Rajaputras Anantapila and
the rest, who claim descent from the thirty-six families and who in their
pride would not concede a higher position to the sun himself ...".!%
From about the twelfth century onward, one comes across a
variety of expressions which are applied to the ruling élites and which
are different from such ranks as sgmanta and mahdsamanta, the use of
which appears to have become less frequent now. The most common
terms are rdjaputra, rautta or rguta, rdgjakula or rdvala, mahdrajakula or
mahardvala, ranaka,and so on, and to these are sometimes tagged official
titles like sdmanta, mahamandalesvara'® or mahamandalika,'®
the ranks that the rdjaputras and such others may have attained in
an administrative arrangement. What is common to all such terms

indicating

as rdjakula, rdjaputra or ranaka is suggested affiliation to royalty, and
although it is not always possible to trace a direct lineal connection
between a rdjaputra or ranaka and a royal family, an explanation for the
use of such terms may be sought in the high incidence of their con-
nection with the clans, families from which constituted the royalty in
early medieval Rajasthan. Indeed, references to rdjakula (ap 1208),'?°
mahdrdjakula (Ap 1186, 1292, 1302),"* maharavata (ap 1302),! rand sri
rajakula (AD 1167),"? thakkura rauta (ap 1138),'? etc., of the Guhila
families; ranaka (son of a mandalika), rajaputra (ap 1287), etc., of the
Cihamina families'” and so on become frequent from the twelfth

% M.A. Stein, Kalhana’s Rajatarangini: A Chronicle of the Kings of Kashmir, 1, reprint
(Delhi, 1961), p. 593.
127 PRASWC (1910-1), pp. 38-9.
128 Ibid., p. 35.
% ARRM (1927),p. 3.
20 PRASWC (1914~15), p. 35.
131 Ibid.
P2 Ibid. (1911-12), p. 52.
13 ET XI, pp. 36-7.
4 Ibid., XXXVII, pp. 157-8.
5 JA4, XLV, pp. 7711
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century onward. This evidence should certainly not be construed
to mean that rdjaputra and such other distinguished epithets were
confined to a few select clans. In the inscriptions one comes across
StiVamsagottiya rduta (D 1156),1%6 Gurjarajatiya thakkura (AD 1283)'
or a ranaka from the Karnita country (ap 1143),"® and these are a
measure of the flexibility of the system in which new groups could be
accommodated by virtue of their political initiative and power.

The proliferation of the Rajputs in the early medieval period, both
among the established clans as well as those outside them, is a key
indicator for an analysis of the structure of Rajput political domi-
nance. There is no direct evidence regarding the changing status of
the traditional ‘ksatriya’ groups or ruling élites of Rajasthan, and one
can even assume their incorporation into the Rajput structure if they
survived in power, but the evidence of two inscriptions of the tenth
century may suggest the possibility that some among the traditional
‘ksatriyas’ were going through a process of change. A record of AD 956
from Mandkila Tal, near Jodhpur,™ mentions the son of a learned
ksatriya, who engraved a prasasti and was a sitradhdra by profession.
Another inscription, of the tenth century, of the Gurjara-Pratiharas
from the Doab area in UP," refers to a ksatriya vanik. Though obvi-
ously inadequate, the examples may nevertheless be taken to indicate
that the proliferation of the Rajputs contributed towards an under-
mining of the political status of the early ksatriya groups which were
taking to less potent occupations and also that the preferred term for
the ruling stratum was now not so much ‘ksatriya’ as ‘Rajput’.

As a hypothesis, the substitution of the traditional ‘ksatriya’ groups
by the Rajputs and the consolidation of the Rajput structure may be
viewed as a result of collaboration between the emerging clans, not
only in terms of interclan marriage relationships but also in terms
of participation at various levels of the polity and the circulation

B¢ P C. Nahar, Juina Lekha Samgraha, pt. 1 (Calcutta, 1918), p. 218.
7 1bid., pt. 11 (Calcutta, 1927), p. 25.

138 PRASWC (1908-9), p. 45.

13 EI XXX1V, pp. 771L.

140 Tbid., XIX, pp. 52—4.
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of clan members in different kingdoms and courts. Although the
beginning of this process may be traced to the feudatory-overlord
relationship between the Pratthiras, Cihamainas and others, a wider
network of relationships appears to have spread to other levels of
the polity only gradually. One may start here by pointing to the
changing typology of the inscriptions of Rajasthan. Whereas the royal
commands conveyed through epigraphs from about the seventh to
tenth century—and in some cases to the twelfth century as well—
were addressed to various categories of officials (in the Dungarpur
inscription of AD 689,'*! for example, the list runs as: arpa, nrpasuta,
sandhivigrahadhikrta, senddhyaksa, purodhd, pramdty, mantri, pratihara,
rdjasthaniya, uparika, kumdramatya, visayabhogapati, cauroddharanika,
Saulkika, vydprtaka, dandapasika, cdta, bhata, pratisaraka, gramadhipati,
drangika, and so on), in later inscriptions lists of such officials are
generally absent. The change is perhaps best shown by the form
of address in a Nadol Cahamana inscription of ap 1161: desamto
rdjaputran janapadagandn bodhayatyeva.’** Here the rdjaputras who are
distinguished from the janapadagana alone seem to stand for all the
categories of officials mentioned in the earlier inscriptions. This is
not to say that the earlier ranks had completely disappeared. In fact,

43 there were

according to traditions relating to the twelfth century,
one hundred samantas in the Cahamana court. But from a study of
the inscriptions one is strongly tempted to assume that such ranks
mostly circulated among those groups who were claiming to be
tdjaputras as well. Although there is an early reference to a Pratihira
member of a gosthi in the seventh century Vasantgarh inscription
of Varmalata," it is only in a much later period that the rdjaputras,
or more generally the members of various clans, are found placed at
various positions in the Rajput socio-political structure. It is in this
period that the inscriptional evidence relating to the composition

" Tbid., xxxiv, pp. 173—6. See also Rajor inscription of ap 960, ibid., iii, pp. 263-7;
Bamnera plate of Paramira Bhoja of ap 1019, IA, i, pp. 201-2; a Nadol inscription
of ap 1119, EL xi, pp. 304fF.

2 Tbid., ix, pp. 62-6.

2 D. Sharma, ed., Rajasthan Through the Ages, i, p. 359.

4 EI ix, pp. 187-92.



of élites suggests a distinct trend towards what we have earlier called
collaboration between the clans.

Thus in the Ahada inscription of Guhila Allata (ap 942)'*
a Hona and a Pratihira are mentioned as members of a gosthi;
again, in the Paldi inscription of Guhila Arismha (ap 1059)'* a
Saulamkivamsiya rdjaputra figures as a member of a gosthika. In the
Mala plates of Virasimha (ap 1287),' a rduta is among various
witnesses mentioned. The Hansi stone inscription of Prthviraja
Cihamina'® contains some relevant information in this connec-
tion: (i) Asikadurga, a fort, was given to a Guhilautdnvaya or a person
belonging to the Guhila clan; and (ii) a Doddnvaya or a person
belonging to the Dodi subclan was a subordinate of Prthviraja’s
maternal uncle. Both these references, showing the inclusion of
Guhila and Doda elements in the Cahamana polity, are by no means
exceptional, because in the same kingdom one comes across refer-
ences to mahamandalikas of Bogani origin'® and other categories of
feudatories of Dadhica origin.’® The presence of Guhila landown-
ing élites in the Cihamina kingdom is revealed by the Bijholi
inscription of Ap 1169'! which refers to grants of land made to
a Jain temple by Guhilaputra Rivala Dhidhara and Guhilaputra
Rivala Vyiharu. A rajaputra, Sri Sallaksanapila, is mentioned as
the mahdmantri of Vigraharija in the Delhi-Siwalik pillar inscrip-
tion of AD 1163.%%% In the Nadol Cihamina kingdom a Rastrakiita
or member of the Rathor clan probably figures as a taldra in AD
1164."3* This kind of information is available from other kingdoms
as well. An inscription of Ap 1287'** mentions a Guhilaputra and

5[4, LVII, pp. 1616,
s E] XXX, pp. 8-12.
7 Tbid., XXII, pp. 192-6.
48[4, XLI, pp. 17-9.

14 Tbid., pp. 202-3.

150 EL XII, pp. 56-61.

51 Ibid,, XXVI, pp. 846,
152 14 XIX, pp. 215-9.
1 EJ X1, pp. 46-7.

54 14, XLV, pp. 774,
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also a member of the Devari subclan as important landholders in
the kingdom of the Sirohi Paramaras. Between the middle of the
twelfth and the early part of the thirteenth century the Caulukya
feudatories in southern Rajasthan comprised the Paramiras® and
the Cihamanas." These few examples are likely to represent a wide
range of similar information and may show that apart from kinship
ties within a clan which have earlier been shown to have at least
partly influenced the distribution of land, the interclan relationship
governing the distribution of power helped consolidate the struc-
ture of Rajput polity in the early medieval period.

An extension of this argument would be to examine the nature
and incidence of the participation, among the ascendant clans, in
the military exploits of the period. There is practically no direct and
detailed evidence about the composition of the warriors at various
levels, but one can make use here of the evidence of a particular
type of sculptured stone which, though originating elsewhere much
earlier, became widespread in Rajasthan from the early medieval
period onward.”” These stones are memorial relics, usually known
as govardhana dhvajas'™® and paliyas or devali, deuli or devakulikd™ as
they are called in inscriptions. They were installed to commemorate
death, including death on the battlefield. The range of social groups
which the memorial stones generally cover is quite extensive, but the
memorials to violent deaths relate mostly to such groups as came
to be recognized as Rajputs, and the incidence of memorial stones
in general among them, at least in the early medieval period, seems
to be higher than among others.’® The names of various clans as
can be collected from the memorial stones alone are: Pratihira,'!

155 Tbid., LXI, pp. 135-6.

¢ PRASWC (1907-8), p. 49, IA, LXII, p. 42.

%7 For useful details of the memorial stones of early medieval Rajasthan, see H. Goetz,
The Art and Architecture of Bikaner State (Oxford, 1960), pp. 61fF;, R. C. Agrawal, ‘Pascimi
Rijasthana ke kucha Prirambhika Smytistambha’, Varada [in Hindi], April 1963.

1% ARIE (1964-5), p. 102.

¥ PRASWC (1911-12), p. 53.

1% T have discussed this elsewhere. See the article, ‘Early Memorial Stones of R ajas-
than: A Preliminary Analysis of their Inscriptions’ in this collection.

161 J4AR (1959-60), p. 60.



C3hamina,'s? Guhila,'s* Paramara, ' Solanki, '®* Rithoda, 1 Candela,'®’
Mahavariha,'®® Mingaliya,'® Bodini,'”® Mohila,'” Devari,'? Doda,'”
Dahiya, Pavira,'” Dohara,'”® Bhici,'”” Ghamgala,'”® Dharkata'” and
so on. Further, in a number of cases, titles indicative of the political
and social status of the commemorated occur in the same records,
such titles being rdjd,'*® mahdsimanta,'®' rana,'® rauta or rijaputra,'® etc.
The memorial stones may have been a borrowed concept, but the
way they were fashioned and the contexts many of them represented
in early medieval Rajasthan relate largely to the new ‘ksatriya’ groups
which together made up the political order of Rajasthan.

\Y

It should be clear from some references made in the preceding section
that an important aspect of the proliferation of the Rajputs in the

192 [bid, (1962-3), p. 54.

1 PRASWC (1909-10), p. 61; ibid. (1911-2), p. 52.

© Tbid. (1916-7), p. 70.

6 14, XL, p. 183.

¢ Tbid., pp. 181-3.

167 ARRM (1935), pp. 3-5.

16 PRASWC (1911-2), p. 53.

16 Tbid.

170 Ibid.

171 Ibid.

2. ARRM (1909), p. 10, Appendix D. For the Devadis, see also L4, XLV, pp. 77fF
ELIX, p. 79.

7 ARRM (1922-3), p. 2.

7+ IA, XL, pp. 267-9.

5 4RIE (1964-5), p. 102.

7 Ibid, (1959-60), p. 113,

77 JPASB (1916), pp. 104—06.

18 Tbid.

7% Tbid.

180 PRASWC (1909-10), p. 51.

1 ARIE (1961-2), p. 115.

% PRASWC (1911-12), p. 53.
$ ARIE (1954-5), p. 59.
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early medieval period was the emergence of various minor clans and
subdivisions of the major clans. Mention has been made earlier of the
Prabandhacintamani evidence which refers to hundred rdjaputras of the
Paramara clan. Speaking of the Guhila family, the Achaleswar (Mt.
Abu) inscription of AD 1285 describes it as full of branches and sub-
branches which consist of good members (suparvih patravibhisitamsah).
This development seems to apply to all the major clans. Further, the
continuing process of the formation of Rajput clans, presumably
through the acquisition of political power, is attested by a few inscrip-
tions. A record of ap 1156'® mentions a mahdrdja who was a Bodana.
Mahavariha, another clan, appears in a record of ap 1011."% The sub-
divisions of the major clans had become fairly numerous by this time,
as will be clear from the following list: Doda, subdivision of Paramira;
Pipadia'®” and Mangalya, subdivisions of Guhila; Devada, Mohila and
Soni or Sonigira,' subdivisions of Cihamana; and Dadhica, subdivi-
sion of Rathor.That the new clans and what came to be recognized as
subdivisions of earlier clans were being drawn into the Rajput network
is suggested by a few cases of marriage of which records are available.
In a record of Ap 1180™ a rdnd of the Guhila family is mentioned as
having married a Bodani, that is, a girl of the Bodina family. Another
record, of Ap 1191, refers to a Guhila who married a girl from the
Mohila subdivision of the Cihamanas.

How did these subclans emerge? The process expected to explain
this phenomenon would be the segmentation of clans, which some-
times resulted from their movements to new areas. But there is no
actual evidence in our period of such segmentation leading to the
formation of subclans. For example, the Cihaminas of the Sikambhari
line segmented to form the Cihamina family at Nadol, a splinter

18 A Collection of Prakrit and Sanskrit Inscriptions, p. 88.
5 14, XLI, pp. 202-3.

1% PRASWTC (1911-12), p. 53.

7 Thid., p. 52.

8 BT XI, pp. 60-2.

 PRASWC (1911-12), p. 53.

0 Thid., p. 53.



group from which again established itself at Jalor.!*' No subclan seems
to have emerged from this process.!? Similar events also took place
in the royal family of the Paramiras, resulting in the starting of new
lines at Vagadi and Mt. Abu, which nevertheless continued as the
Paramaras.' What may be useful to invoke in this context is the phe-
nomenon of caste formation in the early medieval period in which
the element of ‘localism’ was substantially involved.! In Rajasthan the
working of localism’ may be seen in the rise of Srimila or Bhillamila
brihmanas,'” and the process may be further extended to analyse such
groups as Dahiya brihmanas as well as Dahiya Rajputs who, having
originated in the same locality, had strong ‘affinities’ with each other.'?
Secondly, as has already been indicated, Rajputization was a process
of social mobility which, in the wake of its formation into a structure,
drew in such disparate groups as the Medas and the Hiinas. From these
perspectives, the formation of various subclans was not necessarily a
result of the direct segmentation of clans, but perhaps a product of the
mechanism of the absorption of local elements, when such elements
came into contact with some already established clans. This element of
‘localism’in the formation of Rajput subclans is suggested in the early
medieval period by the Pipadia Guhilas and the Sonigird Cihamanas,
Pipadia having been derived from the place name Pippalapida and
Sonigara from Suvarnagiri (Jalor). That one of the channels for rising
to the status of a recognized clan was through marriage relationships
is suggested by instances of such relationships between the Gubhilas
on the one hand and the Bodinis and Mohilas (subdivision of the
Cihamanas) on the other.

In conclusion, two chronological stages of the emergence of the
Rajputs in the early medieval period may be envisaged. In the first

1 D, Sharma, ed., Rajasthan Through the Ages, 1, pp. 546—7.

2 However, the segmentation of 2 major clan like Cihamina over a period of
time may be suggested by the reference which D. R. Bhandarkar makes to Nidolis,
Sonigiris and Sancords, all subdivisions of the Cihaminas of Marwar, El, XI, p. 26.

193 Ibid., pp. 549-52.

¥+ R.S. Sharma, Social Changes in Early Medieval India.

195 D, Sharma, ed., Rajasthan Through the Ages, 1, pp. 442—4.

96 EI XII, pp. 56-61; I4, XLI, pp. 85-8.
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stage it was essentially a political process in which disparate groups
seeking political power conformed to such norms as permeated the
contemporary political ideology. As the entry into the Rajput fold
basically continued to be through political power, the traditional
norms or the need for legitimization remained. In this respect, the
emergence of the Rajputs was similar to a pan-Indian phenomenon,
namely the formation of dynasties, many of which sought legitimiza-
tion through zealously claimed linkages with ksatriya lines of the
mythical past. But in the second stage, which we would roughly date
from the eleventh-twelfth centuries, the rise of the Rajputs became
a comprehensive social phenomenon as well. As such the multiplica-
tion of the rdjaputras should not be viewed as merely reflecting the
consolidation of a political power structure; its implication should be
extended also to explain the growing phenomenon of minor clans
and subclans. And if one were to venture a final hypothesis, it was in
the expansion of mere ‘dynastic’ relations towards a wider arena of
social relations that lay the future growth of the Rajput network.



CHAPTER 4.

Markets and Merchants in Early
Medieval Rajasthan™

LL ENDURING SOCIAL RELATIONS’, as Cyril Belshaw puts it,
‘involve transactions, which have an exchange aspect’,! but
since the ‘exchange aspect’ of trade has specificities which
cannot be identical at all times and places, the objective of a study
on trade ought finally to locate it in the context of the society in
which it takes place as an economic activity. The preliminary areas
of investigation in such a study would be: (i) an assessment of the
nature of goods that appear as regular items of exchange; (ii) an
analysis of the process of mobilization of goods; and (iii) the nature
of exchange centres and the nature of authority at such centres. The
range of goods that figure as exchangeable items may be large, but it
is the regularity or the irregularity with which the items appear at

* The term ‘market’ is used here in the limited sense of a space where buying and
selling of goods take place as a somewhat regular activity. This sense would be conveyed
by the expression kraya-vikraya (i.e. buying and selling) which occurs in an inscription
of the tenth century found at Bijapur, on the route from Udaipur to Sirohi, but traced
to the Pali district of the former Godawad region in southeast Marwar, EI, vol. 10, p.
24,1.27.This essay is reprinted from Social Science Probings, vol. 2, no. 4 (1985).

! Cyril S. Belshaw, Traditional Exchange and Modern Markets (New Delhi, 1969), p. 4.
For insights into the nature of pre-modern exchange see Karl Polanyi, et al., eds, Trade
and Market in the Early Empires, Chicago, 1957, chapter 18; also, Ranabir Chakravarti,
ed., Trade in Early India (New Delhi, 2001), Introduction.
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various centres in a region that ought to be taken as a crucial pointer
to the nature of commerce in that region. An analysis of the process
of the mobilization of goods will involve not only differentiation
between the various categories of sources of goods and of the agents
of exchange but also an understanding of the destinations to which
the goods are required to be mobilized. One of the important points
that ought to be considered here, depending on the availability of
the data for the purpose, is the physical distance which the goods
cover to arrive at the place of exchange. In so far as an examination
of the nature of exchange centres and of the nature of authority at
such centres is concerned, detailed studies of individual centres, to
the maximum extent possible, are necessary because the pattern of
regional economy can become understandable in a large measure
by analyzing how the centres integrate various economic activities
through the processes of exchange.

The theme of this essay is the pattern of local commerce in early
medieval Rajasthan. I may as well begin with the confession that the
statement of objectives outlined above is rather ambitious, considering
that the material available for the theme is both sporadic and sketchy.
The material, derived mostly from the epigraphs of Rajasthan, is of
a nature which is not commercial but religious. The inscriptions are
concerned with specifying levies imposed by authorities on various
heads, including items manufactured or exchanged at a locality. The
levies which ought to be called ‘prestations’ were often of an ad
hoc nature and were acts of patronage. The attempt to analyze the
nature of commerce on the basis of such one-dimensional evidence
may lead to very questionable generalizations. Secondly, epigraphic
evidence, while it may not always exactly contradict the evidence of
literary texts, often used for reconstructing the activities of traders in
early medieval Rajasthan, does not happily blend with the evidence
of such texts either. This point may be illustrated by presenting the
major features of trade as they appear in two much-used texts, the
Samardicca-Kahd of Haribhadra Stiri? and the Kuvalayamala of Udyotana

* The text has been dated to the middle of the eighth century or later by H. Jacobi,
Samardicca Kahd: A Jaina Prakrita Work, vol. 1 (Calcutta, 1926).



Sari.’ The kind of trade they seem to portray had two major features:
(i) long-distance trade, involving the organization of caravans as also
of maritime voyages. Initiatives for this kind of trade possibly came
from individual merchants of high standing and immense wealth. The
distance covered not only extended to different traditional trading
regions and centres such as Konkan, Ujjayini, Tamralipta and Tagara but
also to such trans-oceanic centres as Kataha, Ratnadvipa, and so on; (ii)
the trade was essentially in high-value goods. In one case, for example,
reference is made to goods worth five lakhs of dindras* (a term which
incidentally does not occur in contemporary inscriptions of Rajasthan
but is found in Gupta period inscriptions from other parts of India).’

High-value goods converged at princely courts which, as centres
of exchange, were limited in number as was the circulation of goods
traded. Big merchants and long-distance trade are phenomena not
absent from western India since the tenth century, more particularly
since the eleventh—twelfth centuries, but considering the period of
the texts that we have cited, they seem to carry over a stereotype from
the past® or to project an ideal for the leaders of merchant communi-
ties in the initial phase of the early medieval period. In the choice of
sources, the verdict will thus be in favour of epigraphy which, because
of the chronological and spatial specificities of its evidence, makes it
possible to work out the stages of change.

I

In the context of early medieval Rajasthan, the first stage may be taken
to correspond to the pre-Pradhira as well as the major part of the

3 This text was written in the last quarter of the eighth century. See A. N. Upadhye,
Kuvalayamald, pt.2 (Bombay, 1970) and particularly the section titled ‘A Cultural Note
on the Kuvalayamali’ by V. S. Agrawala, pp. 113-29.

* Jacobi, Samardicca Kaha ...

5 See EI vol. 15, pp. 130ff. Also, Haribhadra Siiri uses the term kdrsdpana in the
sense of a coin, which is frequent in early historical records but not in early medieval
India. See D. Sharma, ed., Rajasthan through the Ages, 1 (Bikaner, 1966), p. 497.

¢ This impression is further conveyed by repeated references to such old place
names as Hastinipura, Kusumapura and Kausimbi and the importance attached to
them in the texts cited above.
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Pratihira period.The period witnessed what may be imperfectly labelled
as the emergence of a new thrust which, intermingled with the existing
pattern, gradually led to the crystallization of the early medieval pattern
of commerce in Rajasthan. Merchant groups, with prasastis written for
them, are found at several centres and their association with such centres
may be derived from the brief genealogies which the records provide.
For example, several records from the Sekhavati area, dating back to
the early ninth century, refer to gosthikas constituted by the vaniks and
Sresthis of the Dhusara and Dharkata families; the distribution of the
early records of these families at Khandela, Sakrai, Mandikila Tal” —all
in the former Jaipur state—points to an area of concentration which
may have been an operational base of local but important merchant
groups. (Such merchant groups and the proliferation of their bases will
be discussed in detail later.) Vaniks also figure in the list of addressees
which include officials and brihmanas in the records of the Guhilas of
Kiskindhi (Kalyanpur in the Udaipur district).® At the same time, one
significant set of evidence relates to the movement of merchants, some-
times of well-established families, not only to old settled areas, but also to
areas which were perhaps being effectively colonized for the first time. A
Chitorgarh inscription of the early sixth century, assignable to the period
of the Aulikaras of Mandasor, refers to the family of Visnudatta who is
described in the record as Vanijim srestho, ‘best among the merchants’.®
Genealogically he appears to have been connected with the naigama or
merchant family of Mandasor, referred to in a Mandasor record of 532.1°
A comparison of the two records may thus suggest the movement of a
family of merchants, earlier settled in Mandasor, to a not too distant old
settled area of Madhyamiki-Chitor in the early part of the sixth century.
The Samoli record of 646, on the other hand, suggests movement away

7 See Sakrai stone inscription of ap 822, EI, vol. 27, pp. 27ff; Khandela stone
inscription of ap 807, ibid., vol. 34, pp. 159-63; Mandkila Tal inscription of AD 986,
ibid., vol. 34, pp. 77f.

# See Dungarpur plates of Bibhata, Harsa era 83, in D. C. Sircar, The Guhilas of
Kiskindha (Calcutta, 1965), p. 74, 1. if; also EI, vol. 34, p-175.

® Ibid., pp. 53-8.

1 Ibid., pp. 54-5.



from a settled area, Vatanagara,! identified with Vasantgarh in Sirohi
district, by a community of mahdjanas, headed (ewo terms in the record,
pramukha and mahattaka, imply this) by a person called Jentaka. The com-~
munity started an dgara, possibly the operation of a mine, at a place called
Aranya-kiipagiri. That the terrain implied by the expression is significant is
suggested also by the construction of a devakula for the deity Aranyavasini
by the community. The place name mentioned in the record which
belongs to an early stage in the history of one of the Rajput lineages,
the Gubhilas, consists of three parts: aranya, kipa and giri. While aranya
(forest) and giri (hills) are self-explanatory, kiipa is not so, but it is sig-
nificant that many early medieval records of western India contain place
names with the suffix kipa or kipaka and sometimes end with visaya.'?
The significance of the Samoli record lies in the fact that it points to a
movement leading to the exploration of a new area and its colonization,
most probably providing a supply base for local manufacture.

The evidence of some early Pratihira records from the Jodhpur area
will have to be seen in the light of this process. These records too imply
extension into areas which were previously under the control of such
communities as the Abhras, of the creation of bases of agriculture and
settlements and of the establishment of exchange centres (hafta) and of
communities of merchants.” The village mentioned in one case is inci-
dentally called Rohinsakiipaka. The emergence of exchange centres
in different pockets appears to have been a continuous process. This is
suggested by an earlier record from Dabok (located eight miles to the
east of Udaipur), of AD 644, of the time of the Guhilas of Dhavagarta
(Dhod in Bhilwara district) which, apart from containing a curious
expression, vaniksamanyadevaddyatva, refers to hatta and hattamarga

1 Thid., vol. 20, pp. 97-9. The record, incidentally, also refers to nanddidesamagata
astadasavaitalika, i.e., eighteen’ bards coming from various countries.

2 Examples of such place names are R ohinsakiipa, Khagtakipa, Trnakiipa, [$3nakiipa,
Kolikiipaka, etc. See EI vol. 9, p. 280; ibid., vol. 2, pp. 129-30. It has been suggested to
me by several scholars of Rajasthan history that place names with the suffix kdpa or
kiipaka would indicate the presence of a well (literally kspa) in the area; I am still not
satisfied with this explanation.

3 Ibid., vol. 9, pp. 277-80.
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within the spatial limits of Dhavagarti, close to which lay the fields
donated to a religious establishment mentioned in the record.*

Several points seem to emerge from the meagre evidence presented
so far. There indeed existed old settlement areas and centres of merchant
activities in which the merchants as a significant social group are seen as
undertaking works of religious benefaction and having prasastis composed
in honour of their family and caste. But if one takes an overview of a
long chronological span, it may be possible to note a new trend with
which are associated, at least initially, movements of individual merchants
and merchant groups and establishments of new exchange centres. This
process will have to be seen in the broader context of the history of
Rajasthan in this period which was marked by a gradual agrarian expan-
sion'® and the proliferation of ruling lineages with their various centres
of power." The linkage between the proliferation of such centres and of
centres of exchange is a possibility which may be kept in mind at this
point. Finally, the records from roughly the tenth century present, in
one very important respect, a contrast with those preceding it: the pre-
tenth century records generally lack in information regarding items of
exchange. This contrast too may be taken to suggest certain possibilities
which will have to be explored by taking into consideration, along with
other factors, the spatial contexts of the exchange centres.

11

Although it may be facilely assumed that the power centres of the
various ruling lineages of early medieval Rajasthan were all in some
way nodes in the local network of exchange, it seems safer to start
with references which are specific. The use of two terms—Hhatta and
mandapikd'’—was widespread in early medieval times as signifying
centres of exchange; mandapika is especially understood to have

1 Tbid., vol. 20, pp. 122-5; also Ibid., vol. 35, pp. 100-02.

' See ‘Irrigation in Early Medieval Rajasthan’, in this volume.

' See my paper,‘Origin of the Rajputs: Political, Economic and Social Processes in
Early Medieval Rajasthan’, in this volume.

7 For the significance of these terms, see my paper, ‘Urban Centres in Early
Medieval India: An Overview’ in this volume.



denoted a centre where commercial cess was imposed and collected.
Both terms occur in the records of Rajasthan, and a compilation of

references to them in chronological order may help us understand the
distribution pattern of the exchange centres in the region. There were,
however, centres which are not clearly designated in the records as
hattas or mandapikds but the fact that cesses were collected at these
points may perhaps suggest that they too represented some types of
exchange centres. Two separate lists of exchange centres, compiled from
a variety of early medieval epigraphs from different parts of Rajasthan
but by no means comprehensive, follow:

Table 1 List of Exchange Centres

Date Location of the Ruling Lineage Term Used in the
Centre of Exchange Record with Reference to
the Centre of Exchange
644 Dhod, Bhilwara Guhila hatta
district!®
861 Ghatiyala, near
Jodhpur® Pratihira hatta at Rohinsakiipaka
grama
905 Kaman, Bayana® Pratihara Kambali-hatta at
Kamyakiya Kofta
916 Hastikundika?! Raistrakita rajadhani
939 } Godwar area in
997 southeast Marwar,
(Pali district)
953 Ahida, pare of Guhila hatta
Udaipur®
1278 Ahida® mandapika at
Aghitapura
955 Bayana, Bharatpur® Pratihira, the 1) mandapikd at Vusavita
feudatory local i) mandapikd at
lineage being Sripatha
Strasena

o

[y

N

8 EI vol. 20, pp. 122-5.
Ibid., vol. 9, pp. 277-80.
° Ibid., vol. 24, pp. 325-36.
1 Tbid., vol. 10, pp. 17-24.

2 The Indian Antiquary, vol. 58, pp. 1611F.
» G. H. Ojha, Udaipur Rajya Ka Itihasa (in Hindi), pt. I (Ajmer, 1928), p. 176.
% EJ vol. 22, pp. 120-7.
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961 Rajor, Alwar® Pratihira hatta at Rijyapura
1017-18 Shergarh, Kota® Paramira mandapikd
1080 Arthuna, Banswara?” Paramira hatta
1109 Talabad, 12 miles
south of Banswara® Paramira pattanavara
1115
1278 } Sevadi®, Pali district Cihamina i) Samipiti-pattana
il) Mandapikad
1156 Badari, near Cihamina Mandapika
Nadol®, Pali district
1161 Nadol*! Cihamina Naddala-talapada-
Sulka-(Mandapikd)
1178 Kiritakiipa (Kiradu)®®*  Caulukya, local Sulka-(Mandapika)
lineage being
Cihamina
1184 Mandor, near Jodhpur®, Cihamina mandayya-puriya-
Jodhpur district Mandapikd
1250 Khamnor, near — mandavi
Udaipur*
1276 Ratanpur, near Cihamina hatta
1291 } Jodhpur®, Jodhpur
district
1278 Chior’, Chitorgarh — hatta
district

% Ibid., vol. 3, pp. 263-7.

¥ The Indian Antiquary, vol. 40, pp. 175-6; EI, vol. 23, pp. 137-41.

Z EI, vol. 14, pp. 295-310; also H. V. Triveli, Inscriptions of the Paramdras, Chandellas,
Kachchapaghatas and Tivo Minor Dynasties (Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum, vol. 7, pt.
2) (New Delhi, n.d.), pp. 286-96.

% El vol.21,p.52.

¥ Ibid., vol. 11, pp. 30-32; PRASWC, 1907-8, p. 52.

*® The Indian Antiquary, vol. 41, pp. 202~03.

3 EI vol. 9, pp. 62-66.

%2 The Indian Antiquary vol, 62, p. 42.

# JPASB, vol. 10 (1914), pp.405-7.

* ARRM, 1932,p.3.

% P.C. Nahar, Jaina Inscriptions, vol. 1, pp. 248-9. The ruler mentioned in the records
is Samantasimha who can be identified with Cahamina Samantasimha of Jalor. See D.
Sharma, Early Chauhan Dynasties (Delhi, 1959), pp. 1594,

% G. H. Ogha, Udaipur Rajya....



1288 Chandravati,
Sirohi?¥’ district Paramira Candrivati-mandapikd

1296 Jalor,® Jalor district Cihamina nisraniksepa-hatta

Table 2 Centres Not Specifically so Designated But Perhaps Serving as Centres of

Exchange
Date Location of the Ruling Lineage Nature of the Evidence
Centre of
Exchange
1138 Niduladigiki Cihamina i) Presence of the dest
1145 } (Narlai)® of Vanajirakas
Pali district ii) Reference to levies
on loaded bulls on transit
1141 Dhalopasthina, Cahamaina The document relates
near Nadol? to the interception of
goods from various catego-
ries of people, including
traders; samastamahdjana,
including those from
Anahilavida, among
witnesses mentioned in
the document
1295 Viahadameru, Cihamina Presence of a caravan
Juna-Vadmer, (sdrtha) of camels and bulls

near Barmer*

The distribution pattern of the exchange centres may now be related
to their individual spatial contexts. Without making a detailed survey
of the areas in which they were located, reference to a few selected

¥ H. V. Trivedi, Inscriptions of the Paramaras..., p. 277.

% EI vol. 11, pp. 60—-61. Nisraniksepahatta is taken to signify a part of a hatta used
for storing merchandise which was to be subsequently moved out for the purpose
of exchange, ibid., p. 60. The term niksepa which occurs in the Arthasdstra and the
Amarakosa is taken also to refer to depositing some goods with an artrisan or craftsman
so that they could be manufactured into finished items, S. C. Mishra, ‘An Inscriptional
Approach to the Study of the Arthadstra of Kautilya’, Ph. D. dissertation submitted to
Delhi University, 1984, p. 142.

¥ EI vol. 11, pp. 36~7, 42-3.

“ Ibid., pp. 37-41.

' Tbid., pp. 59-60.
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centres will serve the purpose of providing a general idea. To repeat
the evidence already cited, Rohinsakiipaka where Pratihara Kakkuka
installed, around 861, a hatta with its various shops and established
tnahdjanas was a grama (village); his inscription also possibly suggests
the introduction of a few agricultural innovations in the area.* In
961, Pratihara Mathanadeva of Rijyapura (Rajor, Alwar) made several
provisions for a temple, and the categories of people he addressed
were headed by, among others, the vanik and pravani, suggesting their
substantial presence at the exchange centre at Rijyapura. Among the
varieties of donations mentioned, the following may be underlined: (i)
cultivated fields located in the bhoga of the donor and neighbouring
fields cultivated by the Gurjaras (samastasrigurjara-vahitasamastaksetra).
The imposts on all crops are mentioned, including those termed
in the record as skandhaka and mdrganaka (samastasasyanambhaga-
khalabhiksa-prasthaka-skandhaka-mdrganaka).*> For the spatial context
of the Rajyapura exchange centre the expressions are significant for
they suggest a range of activities extending to movement of agri-
cultural produce, skandhaka and tmdrganaka being imposts on such
movement; (ii) imposts, in cash, on loads of agricultural produce
brought at the exchange centre for sale. The exchange centres were
thus located in the context of the bases of agrarian production, and
a close look at the records will yield the same spatial pattern for
most exchange centres in other areas where clusters of rural settle-
ments occur. An excellent example of this is further provided by
two records of the second half of the twelfth century from Nadol,
the seat of a Cihamina ruling lineage. One record of 1160 speaks
of twelve villages with Naddalagrima apparently as their centre,
which were assessed in cash for the purpose of making a donation to
the local shrine of Mahivira Jina.** The second record, of 1161, also

“2 Ibid., vol. 9, p. 280; for reference to mango-groves and sugarcane plantations in this
area, see Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, 1895, pp. 513-21.

# EIL vol. 3, pp. 263-7.

# Ibid., vol. 9, pp. 66-70.



mentions religious donations but out of the income accruing from
Naddilatalapada-sulka-mandapika.*®

Naddiila, even though mentioned as a grama in the earlier record (it
is of course elsewhere designated as a pura),*® was a node in a cluster of
rural settlements and its emergence as a node and an exchange centre
at which commercial levies were collected was obviously related to its
being a centre of Cihamaina power.

The integration of rural units of production and of commercial
traffic through centres which in the early medieval period were, in
many cases, also seats of ruling lineages, is the primary point from
which we can start exploring two further aspects of the exchange
centres. First, in a number of cases, the exchange centres, which could
not all have been identical in structure, combined inflow of goods
from outside with local manufacture. The second aspect concerns the
reconstruction of a hierarchy of exchange centres. At Kimyakiya or
Kaman in Bharatpur a record of 905 refers to Kambali-hatta which
has been taken to mean a cattle-market. It was, however, not a peri-
odical market although it may have been so originally; dvdrikas or
enclosures with vithis or shops are mentioned in the overall complex
of the hatta. Other records from the centre speak of sarikhikas or
conch-shell workers, guild of artisans, guild of gardeners, guild of
potters (mentioned separately)—all indicating the range of economic
activities of the centre.¥ Similarly, the Arthuna (Banswara) record
of 1080 lists, apart from the items sold at the haffa in which shops
were located, at least two categories of manufacturers: kdmsyakdras
or braziers and kalyapalas or distillers of liquor.* It can of course be
assumed that each exchange centre may have been a manufacturing
centre of some kind as well, but the actual dimensions of the centres
are likely to have varied, depending on the range of economic and
other activities taking place in the spatial contexts of such centres.
No satisfactory finding in this regard is possible without detailed

P

5 Ibid., pp. 62-6.
% Nadlai inscription of 1171, ibid., vol. 11, pp. 47ft.
7 Ibid., vol. 24, pp. 329-36.

48

H. V. Trivedi, Inscriptions of the Paramaras. ...
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The Making of Early Medieval India

work in the historical geography of the period which also deals with
such problems, but the question of hierarchy may, for the present, be
approached from several angles. One approach would be to examine,
as far as possible, the overall structure of a settlement to ascertain if
it accommodates one or more points at which exchange transactions
take place. Evidence of this kind is available from various regions of
early medieval India,* and it may be worthwhile looking for such
evidence in early medieval Rajasthan.The second approach would be
to try and locate clusters of exchange centres; a series or succession
of such centres in a given area is likely to yield, if not a hierarchical
ordering of such centres, at least an idea of the areas of concentration.
Thirdly,a dependable index for the purpose would be provided by an
analysis of the range of goods which were regular items of exchange
at a centre and the variety and number of social groups and institu-
tions which were drawn into the network of exchange. This exercise
may be considered relevant for a study of local commerce since no
region as a whole represents equal potential for identical economic
activities at any period of history, and a reconstruction of hierarchy
may indicate the directions along which the flow of commercial
traffic was important.

Although it would be impossible to work out the details of this
pattern in this essay, particularly in view of the uneven explora-
tion of the historical sites of Rajasthan, attempts may nevertheless
be made in relation to a few areas. Clusters of exchange centres
seem to have been located along a line from the Jodhpur area
down to Banswara in the south. Around Jodhpur, exchange centres
at Ghatiyala, Mandor and Ratanpur suggest some kind of cluster.
References in twelfth century records suggest more than one
exchange point at Ratnapura® or Ratanpur. Another cluster can be
located about half way between Jodhpur and Udaipur in an area
under the control of Cihamina lineages; here, the exchange centres

“ Siyadoni inscriptions, ranging in date from 903 to 968, list a number of such
points of exchange, EI, vol. I, pp. 162-79; for other examples from early medieval
India, see ibid., vol. 19, pp. 52—4; ibid., vol. 13, pp. 15-36, No.A.

% P.C. Nahar, pp. 248-9,
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The Making of Early Medieval India

at Nadol, Nidiiladigiki or Narlai, Dhalopa, Sevadi and Badari are
located close to one another. Arthuna, Talabad and Panahera, all in
Banswara, together seem to constitute another cluster in south Raj-
asthan. Towards the east, the exchange centre of Kimyakiya-kofta,
taken along with the mandapikds at gripatha and Viisavata, may be
taken to form another cluster. It is perhaps superfluous to add that
considering the vastness of Rajasthan as a region, other such clusters
may well have existed in this period, but even the kind of limited
exercise done above may suggest a pattern of unequal intensity of
commercial exchange (see map on page 105).

Insofar as the hierarchical order of exchange centres is concerned,
two centres appear to stand out as exceedingly important, at least
from the manner in which they have been presented in the records.
One is Aghitapura or Ahar, a part of Udaipur; the other is Arthuna
near Banswara. Ahar seems to stand out alone, but if the Arthuna
evidence is any indication, it would seem that in both the cases there
were minor exchange centres located around them. The importance
of both lay in the fact that they were points at which varieties of
resources converged; this impression is derived from the items which
were listed for the purpose of religious levies and from the groups
which were drawn into such transactions. At Aghitapura or Ahar,
the merchant groups represented different origins and organizations.
Apart from the resident Vaniks, there was an organization of the desTs,
members of which are mentioned separately. The third category was
constituted of merchants from Karpita, Madhya-visaya, Lata and
Takka. The range of the merchandize probably started with agri-
cultural produce but extended, in keeping with the convergence
of different categories of traders at the centre, to such high-value
items as horses and elephants. The record suggests the existence of
more than one exchange point within the settlement complex of
Aghitapura.>! Arthuna, to reiterate a point made earlier, certainly
combined trade with manufacture; here too agricultural produce,
including several commercial crops and products from them, formed

U The Indian Antiquary, vol. 58, pp. 1611F.



an important component of exchange. Apart from items produced
by local manufacturers, there were those used as raw materials for
manufacture, such as cotton and Majisthd, both used for textile pro-
duction.The manner in which the merchants are mentioned suggests
the presence of different groups. Of course, we could have formed a
clearer idea of the composition of merchant groups at Arthuna, had
the record not been so unintelligible in most parts.>

I11

The significant trend which can be seen in the increase in specific ref-
erences to exchange centres coincides with references to items which
were available at the centres. It is of course impossible to reconstruct the
total range of goods since the levies or prestations imposed upon them
were often specified in terms of total dues and not as dues from separate
items: this would be suggested by such expressions as mdrgddaya> (col-
lection from drga) or mandapikddaya™ (collection from mandapika)
out of which a part would be set aside for the purpose of donation.
It is only in cases where the levies are specified as collected from
separate items that it is possible to form an idea of the range of goods
which were exchanged. Comparisons between exchange centres in
this respect would thus be imperfect, but for an understanding of the
general trend it needs to be reiterated that clusters of exchange centres
seem to occur in areas which were essentially agrarian settlements and
that agricultural items entered the centres perhaps with as much regu-
larity as did other items. Few records offer any details but those that do
may be used to prepare a table which will provide, for generally fixed
points of time represented by the available records, lists of items con-
stituting the nexus of exchange at the exchange centres (see Table 3).

3 H.V. Trivedi.

52 EI vol.23, pp. 137—41. Some inscriptions also have such expressions as Syiyddana-
madhyat marge (i.e. ‘from our collections from the road’); see Nadlai record of
Rayapiladeva of 1138, EI, vol. 11, pp. 36—7.

3 See for example, Shergarh inscription of 1018, El, vol. 23, pp. 13741, In fact
both the terms—mdrgdddya and mandapikidiya—occur in this record.
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The Making of Early Medieval India

Even though the material collated in Table 3 is decidedly inad-
equate for generalizations, it is nevertheless an indicator, at least
in two respects, of the nature of commerce in all major exchange
centres: (i) the first point concerns the structure of contemporary
demand which generated exchange as a major economic activity. In
understanding this structure the crucial fact is the juxtaposition of
agricultural goods with high-value items and manufactured items
at several points where exchange took place; (ii) secondly, exchange
took place at points where various social groups interacted—not peri-
odically but on a regular basis, and in this sense the major exchange
centres were different from periodical markets or fairs, references to
which are available in early medieval records from different parts
of India.! Movements of specific goods into the exchange centres
could be periodical, but major exchange centres had resident popula-
tions, including resident vaniks and manufacturers, and one could
thus suppose that exchange relations between these two groups and
other sections of the population were not determined by periodical
cycles in the movement of goods, even if such movements are taken
as an essential component of the mobilization process. Both points,
however, require further empirical substantiation. Two records of
early medieval Rajasthan may be cited to reveal, at least partially, the
pattern of contemporary requirements which would correlate with
activities at the exchange centres. The Harsha record of ap 973 from
the Shikar area speaks of Vigraharjja of the Cihamina lineage in the
following terms:

He has been served with many presents—with strings of pearls, gay steeds, fine
garments and weapons; with camphor, quantities of betel, first rate sandalwood,

" One piece of rather well-known evidence regarding the horse fair in north
India is provided by the Pehoa (Karnal district, Haryana) record of the time of the
Pratihiras, EI vol. I, pp. 184-90; the Bali record of 1143 from Rajasthan, referring to
the sale of horses, may be another such piece of evidence, Ibid., vol. 11, pp. 32-3. For
references to fairs held in different parts of Karnataka and Andhra, see G. S. Dikshit,
Local Self-Government in Medieval Karnataka (Dharwar, 1964), ch. 8; T. Venkateswara
Rao, ‘Local Bodies in Pre-~Vijayanagara Andhra (ap 1000 to ap 1336)’, Ph.D. thesis
(Dharwar University, 1975), ch. 5.



and endless quantities of gold and with spirited rutting elephants, huge like moun-
tains, together with their mates.®

The description of ‘presents’ is, in one sense, a conventional one,
similar descriptions being found in other records of the period; in
another sense, however, it represents the range of requirements among
the ruling elites, which can be used for the purpose of correlation
with contemporary commerce. Although the record chooses to list
the items as ‘presents’, one is entitled to read beyond this label and,
on the basis of other records of the period, broadly consider them
as items which entered into the exchange activities of various of
merchant groups. Indeed, the same Harsha record mentions that a
levy of one dramma on every horse was imposed by the rulers on the
Hedivika group of horse-dealers who visited the Shikar area from
Uttaripatha.®®

The second record, of 1249, from Bhinmal®® mentions an amount
of several drammas deposited at the bhandagara of the Jagatsvimi temple
at Bhinmal, the deposit being intended to procure certain resources
for the performance of a ritual at the temple. The items required for
the ritual were: wheat, rice, pulses, ghee, betel-leaves and nuts, aguru
and kumkuma.

62 'El,vol. 2, p. 127.The term puga in the record (verse 24) seems to refer to betelnut
and not betel.

6 Ibid. The Hedivika horse-merchants are mentioned not only in the Harsha
record of 973. The Hedivikas, the different variants of the name being Hetivuka and
Hedavuka, are known from other epigraphic and literary sources as well. Balambhatta,
commentator of Mitdksard, associates them with Gurjjara-desa, and it would appear
that they constituted a sub-caste of the brihmanas. See Chitrarekha Gupta, ‘Horse
Trade in North India: Some Reflections on Socio-Economic Life’, Journal of Ancient
Indian History, vol. 14, pts 1-2 (1983-84), pp. 186-206.

The other point to note is that horse, as an item of trade, was in demand throughout
the country, and was a prized item among the royalty, which would explain its exten-
sive itinerary. Apart from the Harsha record, see the evidence of the Kiradu inscription
{(1161) of Caulukya Kumirapala and his feudatory Paramira Somegvara. Somesvara
claims to have exacted 1700 horses, including one ‘five-nailed’ and eight ‘peacock-
breasted’ from one prince Jajjika, The Indian Antiquary, vol. 61, pp. 135-6.

¢ Ibid., vol. 11, pp. 55-7.
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The Making of Early Medieval India

Despite their distance in space and chronology, the juxtaposition of
the two records cited above would surely reveal the complex pattern of
early medieval trade involving a wide range of goods and of exchange
relations, necessitating the use of coined money combined with other
means of exchange, This will, in turn, reflect on the structure of the
centres of exchange as points of convergence of movements of goods
and acts of exchange. It may be worthwhile to attempt to examine,
from a study, over a wide span of time, of movements of goods and
of operations of trading groups, whether any particular form of
operation can be seen to emerge as more significant than others. The
movements of goods suggest differential distances covered. While the
term skandhaka® (literally, imposts on items carried on shoulders) may
refer to movement over a very short distance, intercentre movements,
by the vanajiraka community of traders, for example, were under-
taken by loading pack animals and carts.®® Long-distance movements
of exchangeable items were organized in the form of sdrthas.*” It can
be assumed that traders from outside Rajasthan, to whom the Ahar
record of 953 refers,® moved from one centre to another in periodic
cycles in well-organized caravans.

¢ Rajorgarh inscription of 961, EI, vol. 3, pp. 263—7. For a brief discussion of the
term, see U. N. Ghosal, Contributions to the History of the Hindu Revenue System, 2nd
edition (Calcutta, 1972), pp. 317-18, 420.The term resembles in its import amsa-bhdra
(shoulder-load) occurring in the Arthasistra, 2.21.24, which specifies one mdsaka as
the impost on a shoulder-load of goods.

% For example, the expression mdrgge gacchatandmdgatindm vrsabhanam sekesu (Nadlai
record of 1138. EI, vol. 11, pp. 36-7) refers to incoming and outgoing loads on bullocks
which passed through the road at Nadlai. The load of merchandise transported by

the trading organization (des?) of the Vanajdrakas on bullocks (vfsabha-bharita) are
mentioned in another Nadlai record of 1145, ibid., pp. 42-3.A fascinatingly visual idea
of how goods were transported comes from the Mangarol inscription of 1144 from
the Kathiawar area under the Caulukyas. Referring to the varieties of merchandise
arriving at sriman Margalapura sulkamandapikd, the record includes items transported
by balivardda (oxen), rdsabha (donkey) and ufa (camel). For the text of the record, see
G. V. Acharya, Historical Inscriptions of Gujarat (in Gujarati), Sri Forbes Gujarati Sabha
Series, No. 15, pt. 2 (Bombay, 1935), No. 145.

¢ For occurrence of the term sdrtha, consisting of oxen and camels, see the Juna
record of 1295 from Mallani district, EI, vol. 11, pp. 59-60.

8 The Indian Antiquary, vol. 58, pp. 161£f.



The nature of the organization which cut across trading groups
coming in over long distances as well as certain, though not necessarily
all, groups which may be considered to have operated locally is mostly
reflected in the use of the term desi. Desi can only loosely be taken
in the sense of a guild of traders, and in the records of Rajasthan the
term has been used in such expressions as Bhammaha desi® and also
in relation to the Vanajarakas’® The reference to the Hedavikas, the
horse-dealers, in the plural perhaps suggests an organization similar to
that of the des.”! In the Ahar record of 953, seven members of a des?
are mentioned by name. It may be significant that the list of des7 names
is juxtaposed with the name of an individual who is designated as a
vanik,’? perhaps indicating conscious differentiation between them by
the community which was the immediate context of exchange.

The groups participating in commerce in early medieval Rajasthan
may thus be considered to have ranged from non-resident merchants
from other—sometimes distant—regions, locally mobile groups origi-
nating in different centres and coming together for the mobilizatuon
of goods, to resident merchant-families. In trying to understand the
overall pattern of commerce which the activities of these disparate
groups reflected, it is necessary to reiterate two points already made: (i)
such activities converged at sedentary points’”> where exchange took
place; and (ii) such points were centres of ruling lineages of varying
importance. Although the epigraphs do not directly relate to the
mechanisms of commerce, the nature of transactions with which they

¢ EI vol. 2, p. 124, line 38.

% Reference to the des? of the Vanajirakas is available in the Narlai inscription of
1145 of Raiyapala, ibid., vol. 11, pp. 42-3.

1 Tbid., vol. 2, p. 124, line 38.

2 The Indian Antiquary, vol. 58, pp. 1614F.

73 The use of the term ‘sedentary’ should however relate more to the organization
of trade than to nodes of exchange; the point which emerges from this essay is that by
the close of the period under review ‘sedentary’ merchants perhaps tended to become
more important than itinerant and other categories of merchants in the region con-
cerned. For conceptual clarification, see J. Bernard, ‘Trade and Finance in the Middle
Ages: 900-1500", in C. M. Cipolla, ed., The Fontana Economic History of Europe: The
Middle Ages (London-Glasgow, 1973), pp. 308-09.
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are concerned throws up two impressions from which the commercial
trend of the period may be sought to be reconstructed.

A%

The first impression is that of the ascendancy of several local merchant
lineages and of the expansion of their network. Mention has previ-
ously been made of the Dhiisara and Dharkata families of the ninth
century from the Sekhavati area of the old Jaipur state.” Although ref-
erence to the Dhiisara vamsa of merchants does not seem to continue,
the continuity of the Dharkata lineage is attested by later records. A
Rajorgarh record of 922 and another record of the tenth century,
preserved in the Mandor museum, contain references to the Dhar-
katas.”® A vanigvara of the Dharkaga family is mentioned in 986 in the
Mandkila Tal record from Nagar.”® The Dharkata Jati further appears
in the records of the eleventh century”” and early thirteenth century.’®
It is believed that the Dharkatas or the Dhikagas represented a section
of the later day Oswals.”” The Sonis, taken to be another subdivision
of the Oswals and deriving their name from Suvarnagiri or Jalor,*
are mentioned in a record of 1296 from Jalor.®! In fact, the emer-
gence of the Oswals as a major merchant group before the middle

™ See note 7.

™ R.V. Somani, Jain Inscriptions of Rajasthan (Jaipur, 1982), p. 209.

" EI, vol. 34, pp. 771F.

77 A stone inscription, reported to have been discovered in Jodhpur district and
dated V. S. 1165 (ap 1198), records the death of a merchant of Dharkata lineage and
of Khandasa gotra. This information is derived from the descriptive label of the record
preserved in the Mandor Museum.

8 P.C. Nahar, p. 220. See also JPASB, vol. 12 (1916), pp. 104-06.

" According ro D. R. Bhandarkar, the name Dharkata survives as Dhirkada, which
he takes to represent a sub-section of the Oswals, EI vol. 27, p. 29. The Dharkatas
figure very prominently in the inscriptions at Osian, the temple site located 66 kms
to the north-north-west of Jodhpur; the site is considered ‘a cradle of the Oswals’.
See Devendra Handa, Osian: History, Archaeology, Art and Architecture (Delhi, 1984), chs
1and 6.

8 EI vol. 11, pp. 60-2.

81 Tbid.



of the thirteenth century can be considered a certainty. A Mt. Abu
record of 1230, while providing details of the composition of various
gosthikas, refers, at one place, to the merchants of Uesavilajfidtiya from
Kasahradagrima® and, at another, to merchants of Oisavala-jfidtiya,
probably a more correct form of the name, of Sihilavidi.*

Another merchant lineage, that of the Srimailas, was also on the
ascent from around this period. A Mt. Abu (Sirohi) record of 1144
mentions it as Srimila-kula® and a Jalor record of 1183 has a eulogis-
tic reference to an individual merchant of the lineage, who is described
as St S Malavavamsavibhisana Sresthi Yasodeva. The ascendancy of
the merchant families of the period, some of whom, like the Sonis
or the Srimilas, derived their caste or lineage names (the epigraphs
use such terms as kula, vamsa, jati, jiati, etc.) from the centres of their
origin and of the consolidation of their intraregional as well as inter-
regional network, is perhaps best illustrated by the case of the Pragvatas.
The Prigvatas are known from inscriptions at Sirohi (1031),% Kiradu
(1132),* Nadol (1161)® and other places such as Candravati* but their
network extended to Gujarat, and in fact the merchants of the Prigvata
family developed a close association with the Caulukya court of Guja-
rat.*” According to early medieval Jaina texts, Ninnaya of the Prigvata
family, originally belonging to Srimila or Bhinmal was invited to settle
in Anahilavada.®! Individual members of the family were endowed with

8 G.V.Acharyya, Inscription No. 168.

8 Ibid.

% EI, vol. 9, p. 151. Curiously, the person mentioned in the record is spoken of as
belonging to Srimalakula and as being an ornament of the Prigvata vamsa.

% EIvol. 11, pp. 52—4.

% Tbid., vol. 9, p. 149. The association of the Prigvatas with Arbudagiri in Sirohi
continued for centuries, Ibid. Also G. V. Acharyya.

¥ Ibid., vol. 11, pp. 43-6.

8 EI vol. 9, pp. 62-3. For reference to Sri Nadrala (Nadol)—pura vdsi- Pragavata-

vamsa, see also G. V. Acharyya, Inscription No. 148.

¥ EI vol. 9, pp. 149-50; also G. V. Acharyya, Inscription No. 168.

% G.V.Acharyya, Inscriptions 167, 168.

1 V. K. Jain, Trade and Traders in Western India (AD 1000-1300) (Delhi, 1990), chs 9,
10.The epigraphic records of the Anahilapura family, however, trace the genealogy of
the family from the time of Chandapa, EI vol. 8, pp. 200ff.
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such official designations as mahdmadtyavara and dandapati or dandadhipati,
mantri and saciva,”” and if the evidence of literary texts is to be believed,
Vimala of Pragvata descent was elevated to the rank of nypat® with
proper insignias. The movement towards the ranks of the contemporary
political elites is reflected further in the saying attributed to Vastupila
who won a military victory over a Muslim merchant, supported by the
ruler of Lita, from Cambay: ‘It is delusion to think that ksatriyas alone
can fight and not a vanik ... I am a vanik in the shop of battlefield’.>*

Major merchant lineages such as those of the Prigvatas had under-
standable links with important centres like Anahilapura or Candravati
and with royalty, but what is more significant for understanding the
growth of their intraregional and interregional network is that they
are found associated with various other, possibly rural, bases as well.
The details of this phenomenon for different parts of Gujarat and
Rajasthan are not available, but an idea of the network of the merchant
lineages is nevertheless provided by the Mt. Abu record of 1230
which enumerates some of their bases. The Prigvatas are thus found,
apart from Anahilapura and Candrivati, at Umbaranikisaraulagrima,
Brahmani, Ghauligrima and Dihadagrima.”® The merchants of the
Srimaila lineage can be located, on the strength of the same record, at
Philinigrima, Hamdaudrigrima and Davanigraima.* The Oswals are
found to be associated with Kisahradagrima and Sihilavada.”’

The expansion of the network of lineages of local merchants, the
history of some of which may be traced back at least to the ninth
century, appears to have been the mechanism through which resource
bases, arteries for the flow of resources and the centres of exchange
came to be gradually integrated. The stages of this integration are still
far from having been worked out; one may perhaps envisage a change
from a situation in which itinerant merchants and the vanajarakas

% See Ibid., pp. 208-13; Ibid., vol. 9. pp. 62-6;V. K. Jain.

* V.K. Jain.

% Ibid.

% G.V. Acharyya, Inscription No. 168. See also EI, vol. 8, pp. 219-22.
% Acharyya.

7 Ibid.



were an important component in commercial operations to a situa-
tion which was dominated by groups that were being crystallized into
trading castes. Certainly by the close of the early medieval period the
ascendancy of such merchant lineages as Dharkata, Oisavila, Stimila
and Pragvata was a phenomenon which patterned commercial as well
as non-commercial activities at various centres in Rajasthan. To this
may perhaps be added another dimension. The major merchant lineages
had by now been considerably stratified. The segment of the Pragvatas,
resident at Anahilapura (Anahilapuravastavya or Sripattanavastavya)®®
and high up even in political hierarchy,” would be a case in point. It
is likely that such merchant families were involved in trans-regional
trades during the period through their agents'® and mediated between
them and local resource bases because of their expansive network.
The second impression to which only a perfunctory reference will
be made in this essay (since a fuller statement would require far more
sustained and detailed work) relates to the manner in which money
has been mentioned in the records. References to varieties of coins
start appearing in the epigraphs of Rajasthan from about the tenth
century. This phenomenon corresponds closely to the proliferation

% Ibid.

% Stratification was not necessarily confined within individual merchant lineages,
although one could suppose that the difference between the Anahilapura Prigvatas
and those located in rural bases extended to other merchant lineages as well. Stratifica-
tion related to different categories of merchants, of which there must have been a wide
range. V.K_Jain cites contemporary literary references to Siidra pedlars, to needy traders
and farmers receiving liquid capital from merchants on interest and to the appoint-
ment of different types of traders by big individual merchants. The complementarity
between big merchants and petty traders in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in
which the terms sGhu and banjard or bapdri were used is brought out by Irfan Habib; in
this relationship the great sdhu is spoken of as God ‘served by his millions of banjards,
and one whose confidence it is not easy for new bdpdris to gain’, ‘Usury in Medieval
India’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol. 6, No. 4 (1964), p. 400.

10 See A. K. Majumdar, Chalukyas of Gujarat—A Survey of the History and Culture of
Gujarat from the Middle of the Tenth to the End of the Thirteenth Century (Bombay, 1956),
pp- 266ff and V. K. Jain, ch. 9. It should, however, be made clear that no clear relationship
between the major merchant lineages or individual merchants mentioned in this essay and
the agents occasionally referred to in other types of sources can be established as yet. All
that can be suggested is that it is not beyond the range of possibility.
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of epigraphic references to centres and items of exchange. Two points
regarding the use of coins in contemporary economic relations may
be noted at this stage. First, religious levies at centres of exchange
were expressed both in terms of cash and kind;'” thus monetization,
even in the spatial context of exchange centres, was partial. In fact the
contributions by ruling elites to the religious institutions were often
made in the form of shares which they drew in kind from agricultural
and related products—a practice suggested by such expressions as
datmapdilamadhyat,'? atmaghanaka-madhyat,'® etc. By contrast, religious
levies are found to have been imposed in cash on communities in
areas not necessarily commercial.'®

Secondly, the situation of partial monetization may be assumed
to have emerged because of certain needs for the circulation of
money—rneeds which may be explained in terms of the range of
relations from the primary producers to the itinerant merchants and
of the varieties of demands, including preparations for the endemic
wars of the period,!® of the ruling elites. At other levels, in situations
of direct appropriation of agrarian surplus, for example, the need for
cash may not have been great,and with a few and rather unspectacular

106

exceptions,'® the evidence of local production of coins in this period

1 On this numerous examples can be cited from different parts of India; for early
medieval R ajasthan, reference may be made to a select number of records already discussed
above in some detail: Ahar record of 953 (Indian Antiguary, vol. 58, pp. 161ff); Arthuna
record of 1080 (H. V. Trivedi); The Rajorgarh record of 961 (EL vol. 3, pp. 263-7).

192 Nadlai stone inscription of Rayapila of 1143, EI, vol. 11, pp.41-2.

1% Thid.

%4 For example, 2 drammas were imposed as annual levy on each village attached to
Nagddalai, to be paid on a specified date to $ri Mahivira Jina, EI, vol. 9, pp. 66-70.

1% The support expected by the royalty from the merchants in this regard is
a common feature of royalty-big merchant collaboration. V. K. Jain refers to the
Caulukya king Siddhardja calculating the amount of cash he could expect a
merchant to pay for raising an army against Malwa.

1% Although no inventory of coin hoards relating to the early medieval period is
available, references to finds of coins from this region would add up to a substan-
tial quantity. However, coin series which can be definitely attributed to local ruling
lineages are not many. Those that can be attributed with any certainty were based on
the Indo-Sassanian and ‘Bull and Horseman’ types. See D. Sharma, Rajasthan Through
the Ages, pp. 499-507. For a recent, detailed investigation, see John S. Deyell, Living



is decidedly inadequate. And yet, varieties of coins such as dramma,
ripaka and vimsopaka, along with such extensively used media of
exchange as cowries, are found to have been in simultaneous circula-
tion at single exchange centres,'” As underlined earlier, this coexisted
with the system of imposition of religious levies in kind as well,
but its general implications for the mechanism of commerce at the
exchange centres and more generally in the network of commerce
cannot be overlooked.!®®

As a hypothesis, the situation of partial monetization in which
the local supply of money was uncertain—an uncertainty perhaps
confirmed by the emergence of myths concerning the minting of
money'®—would suggest that the supply of money itself was an
important component of contemporary commercial enterprise. For
the moment, attention may be drawn to certain contemporary prac-
tices which, located in the context of what has been outlined regarding
the monetary situation, may be examined to generate further discus-
sion on the relationship between money and commerce in general.
The hypothesis presented here cannot be developed further without
bringing in comparable and contemporary material from other regions.
One can, however, underline the possibility of interconnections in
areas of basically commercial import, which may be assumed to be
related to the mechanism of money accumulation and circulation, and

Without Silver: The Monetary History of Early Medieval North India (New Delhi, 1990),
part 2.

197 See, for example, the Shergarh inscription of 1018, EI, vol. 23, pp. 137-41; and
the Arthuna inscription of 1080, Trivedi. For varieties of coin names in early medieval
epigraphic and literary sources from Rajasthan and western India in general, see D.
Sharma, Rajasthan Through the Ages, pp. 497-505.

1% Maurice Aymard suggests that the role of money could be ‘infinitely greater than
the actual circulation of coins might suggest; even when physically absent, money
dominated the core of economic activity and social relations’. See ‘Money and Peasant
Economy’, Studies in History, vol. 2, no. 2 (1980), p. 15.

1% This impression is derived from the way minting of coins by the Cihamina
king Ajayarija (twelfth century) and his queen Somalladevi is eulogized by Jayinaka
in Prthvirdja-vijaya and by his commentator Jonarija. See D. Handa, ‘Coins of Somal-
ladevi’, Numismatic Digest, vol. 2, pt. 2 (1978), pp. 42—57; also D. Sharma, Early Chauhan
Dynasties, p. 41, fn. 55.
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to provide an explanation of stratification within the community of
merchants and perhaps also among manufacturers.

It would appear from the social composition of those who regu-
lated mdrgadaya and mandapikddiya that some form of commercial
revenue farming was gradually coming into existence.!” This was true
not only of early medieval Rajasthan but of other regions as well. The
autonomous character of such bodies is suggested by the phenom-
enon that local merchant associations or other corporate bodies could
impose levies on local communities and on the items of exchange.!!!
To an extent this may have been so, but the phenomenon surely needs
a more satisfactory explanation, and in a political situation where
‘bureaucracy’ lacked a distinctly identifiable character, one way of
looking at it would be to consider it a mechanism of control over the
acquisition of cash and kind and over their redistribution, assuring at
the same time the concerned political powers of a regular return in
the form of a share. Of course, this would not apply to ad hoc levies
intended as contributions to religious institutions, but then terms such
as margdddya or mandapikdddya cannot be conceived in terms of ad hoc
levies alone.

In early medieval Rajasthan, as in some other regions, a trend was
developing towards the acquisition, among other things, of immovable
assets such as dvdsanikds or residential buildings, dvdris and vithis or
shops.'? The acquired assets are consistently found to have yielded

1% This, we understand, is a statement likely to be vehemently challenged, but if
followed up, it may lead to a new line of inquiry and explain why the ruling elites
themselves are not directly involved in the collection of commercial revenue. For
Rajasthan, one relevant record to analyse would be the Shergarh inscription of 1018
which refers to contributions made to Bhagtiraka Sri Nagnaka from mandapikadaya
by a body consisting mostly of Sresthis, EI vol. 23, pp. 137-41.

1 For evidence of this kind, see G. S. Dikshit, ch. 7;T. Venkateswara Rao, pp. 134fF.
For Tamilnadu, the functions in this regard of the merchant groups constituting the
nagaram have been discussed in detail by K. R. Hall, Trade and Statecraft in the Age of
the Colas (Delhi, 1980), chs 3 and 5.The details given by Hall in ch. 3 seem strongly
to suggest that the nagaram could well have served as an agency for the collection and
redistribution of royal revenues at one level.

"2 For Rajasthan, the practice of assigning or acquiring such assets for religious
purposes, sometimes made by the merchants or manufacturers themselves, is to be
found in the Kaman inscriptions (EI, vol. 24, pp. 329-36) and the Shergarh inscription



a rent return in cash. This practice is of course found in our records
of religious grants but perhaps a comparison may be made between
the functions of cash deposits made with religious establishments in
the early historical period'” with at least one facet of the pattern
emerging in the early medieval period. As the Bhinmal record of 1249
cited above shows, cash deposits could bring in resources' for keeping
the ritual cycle of a temple in operation, but in trying to understand
the relationship between cash and the mechanism of trade outside the
ritual sphere of temples, the particular dimension of cash rent accruing
from investments in immovable assets even for temple establishments
cannot be lost sight of. Unlike immovable assets, money was more a
part of a system of circulation, but its uncertain flow, in a situation of
demand created for it by the existence of stages in the exchange process,
may have assured it a high return in the form of non-cash resources
which could then be put in the exchange-circuit'> or could further
be used to augment capital for the purpose of ensuring high rent in

{Ibid., vol. 23, pp. 137—41). Outside Rajasthan the details from the Ahar record of
the Gurjara-Pratihira period are quite revealing, Ibid., vol. 19, pp. 52—4. For relevant
analysis of the record, see R. S. Sharma, Perspectives in Social and Economic History of
Early India (Delhi, 1983), pp. 212—-13; also the essay, “Trade and Urban Centres in Early
Medieval North India’ in this volume.

13 For early historical evidence, see EI, vol. 8, pp. 82-3.

14 EJ, vol 11, pp. 55-7.

15 This point can be substantiated by citing once again the evidence of the Bhinmal
record of 1249 (EI, vol. 11, pp. 56-8) which lists the items which two separate cash
deposits were expected to yield. These items were a part of the total range of goods
which entered the centres of exchange.

1. Annual interest on 40 drammas:

Wheat 2 seis

Ghee 8Y% kalasas or jars
Mutiga pulse 1 mana

Chokha (rice) 2 pailis

Various articles for worship 7 drammas in value

2. Interest on a deposit of 15 drammas:

Wheat 25 pailis
Mufniga 4 pailis
Chokha 2 pailis

Other articles of worship 2 drammas in value
See also D. Sharma, Rajasthan Through the Ages, p. 506.
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cash. The premium put on the acquisition of cash by the merchants
of western India may be illustrated by citing two cases. D. Sharma
cites the Kharataragacchapagtdvali to show that Sidhirana, ‘perhaps the
richest of the merchants of Chitor fixed 1,00,000 drammas as the limit
of the property that he would amass’.""¢ A document in the Lekhapad-
dhati records that in 1230'7 a resident of a village issued a receipt
to his father, in the presence of witnesses, for a sum of 500 drammas
of his share which he had borrowed for the purpose of operating
business transactions on his own. The document has interesting impli-
cations pointing to the existence and use of common capital which
could be drawn upon before partition, but what is relevant in the
Kharatayagacchapattavali evidence as well as in the Lekhapaddhati is the
control which could be exercised through access to such substantial
amounts of cash over the exchange network.

This brings us finally to the question of the rate of return. The
return in the form of resources in kind could, as suggested before, be
considered high, but data for calculating actual rates of interest are
rather meagre. Even so, barring a few curious exceptions, the rate
of interest per annum may be put between 25 per cent and 30 per
cent.'® Despite the absence of evidence on how interest rates related
to the general processes of commerce, it is certain that outside their
known religious contexts they were also interwoven in the differ-
ent tiers of secular exchange transactions. The three final sections of
this essay relating to the accumulation and circulation of money can
therefore be taken as pointers to go beyond the constraints implicit in
the evidence and examine more thoroughly a process which evidence
emanating from religious establishments partly reflects.

To sum up, the broad survey of the commerce of early medieval
Rajasthan offered in this essay seems to establish distinct stages in its
history, with overlapping between them in certain respects. The first
phase is essentially characterized by the proliferation of local centres of

16 D, Sharma, Ibid., p. 498.

7 Cited in G.D. Sontheimer, The Joint Hindu Family: Its Evolution as a Legal Institu-
tion (Delhi, 1977), xix.

U8 This estimate is based on D. Sharma, Rajasthan Through the Ages, pp. 505~7.



exchange which were situated within the domains of emergent Rajput
lineages and the spatial contexts of which were agrarian. Despite being
local centres of exchange, they were nevertheless points of intersection
for traffic of varying origins,and it is perhaps the nature of the interac-
tion with traffic from the outside that gave rise to a certain measure of
hierarchy among exchange centres. The second phase, dating roughly
from the eleventh and twelfth centuries, witnessed the resurgence of
local merchant lineages already in operation and the emergence of
hitherto unfamiliar lineages which established wide intraregional and
interregional networks. What this essay cannot claim to offer at this
stage is a satisfactory exposition of the structure of commerce which
these merchant lineages represented or what changes the structure
underwent beyond the thirteenth century.
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Early Memorial Stones of Rajasthan
A Preliminary Analysis of their Inscriptions™

HE MEMORIAL STONES OF RAJASTHAN cover a span of more than
a thousand years. It was in this region that memorial stones
developed in the medieval period into a form of architecture,
the catris or memorial pavilions, which were put up to commemorate
Rajput royal and associated families.! Seen in the light of the immense
potentiality for a detailed study of the Rijasthini memorial relics, the
scope of the present note is rather limited; it covers the period roughly
down to the close of the thirteenth century; furthermore, it is neither
intended as a comprehensive survey, nor is it based on any extensive
field work. Its main focus is on the social origins of the stones as they
were fashioned in the early medieval period, and on how such origins
were linked with the pattern of the Rajput polity, which was gradu-
ally consolidating itself in that period. Needless to say, the suggestions
made here are purely tentative.
This essay is based on information from publications such as the
Epigraphia Indica; Progress Report of the Archaeological Survey of India,

* Reprinted from S. Settar and G. D. Sontheimer, eds, Memorial Stones: A Study of
their Origin, Significance and Variety (Dharwad, 1982).

' For some interesting remarks on Chatris, see H. Goetz, The Art and Architecture of
Bikaner State (Oxford, 1960), pp. 6111



Western Circle; Annual Report on Indian Epigraphy; Indian Archaeology—A
Review; Annual Report on the Working of the Rajaputana Museum, Ajmer,
and so on. The point that emerges from a study of these publications
and which crucially relates to any meaningful future investigations
of the memorial stones of Rajasthan is that, so far, a systematic pre-
sentation of the data has been largely neglected; this neglect, which
probably stems from the fact that the stones were not considered
a serious theme of study, has affected two aspects most vitally, (i)
references in the publications are mostly to nondescript ‘memorial
stones’ which, as the more satisfactorily published ones show, have
significant typological variations; (ii) in the majority of cases, the
complete texts of inscriptions on the stones are not available. Thus,
the circumstances leading to a death which was commemorated
remain largely unknown, as also the details of the person or persons
commemorated. Such details are necessary for analysing the pattern
of the incidence of memorial stones in relation to particular social
groups in a region, and the diversity and intensity of their involve-
ment in situations which caused the memorials to be erected. This
kind of information is vital also in the case of sati stones, as the
practice of safi is unlikely to have been current in all strata of society.
After all, memorial stones are valuable documents of social history,
and it is difficult to subject them to a social analysis if there are large
gaps in our information.

The preliminary work, however, is to make a typological study of
the stones and to study their distribution in space and time. From the
available relics, there appear to have been two types of stones in the
early medieval period: (i) memorial pillars with sculptured tops, the
main variations within the type deriving from variations in the sculp-
ture. The pillars are locally known as govardhanas and possibly also as
tirthambas.? The term govardhana® or govardhanadhvaja® is as early as the
memorials themselves; (ii) the vertical slabs, with sculptures in relief,
are known as paliyas or devalis. The term devali is also old and occurs in

2 PRASWC, 1911-12,p. 51.
> JPASB, 1916, pp. 104-06.
* ARIE, 1964-5, p. 102.
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the epigraphs® on the stones along with its variants, deuli,® devakulika,’
etc. The sculptural variations in this type are many, and seem to cor-
respond, at least in some cases, to the type of occasion for which they
were erected. Thus, in ordinary safi stones there would be a couple
facing the front;? if the occasion was the death of an individual in battle,
the battle scene would be depicted, as also the horse-man;’ cattle raids
would occasion the depiction of a man driving cattle.' Such close cor-
respondence between the theme and the form of the memorial stone
may not, however, have been universal, and, for a further analysis of the
stones from a chronological perspective, it would be interesting to see
if there was a trend towards a gradual standardization of their forms.
As a continuation of what has been said above, a few other points
regarding the typology of the stones need further investigation: (i) the
first concerns the relative chronology of the two types mentioned
above. Goetz has made the point that by about the twelfth century
govardhanas were generally replaced by paliyas.” This statement needs
further substantiation and, if found to be valid, some explanation
should be thought of as to why pillars henceforth assumed a differ-
ent commemorative function;' (ii) how did the memorials originate
in this known form? Goetz’s derivation of govardhanas from tribal
memorial pillars of central India, Rajasthan and Gujarat™ appears to
be valid, and in fact, as a recent article has shown, the association
of pillars with the cult of the dead is of extremely early origin.'

® Ibid.

® Rajasthan Bharati,V, pts. III-TV, p. 12.

7 PRASWC, 1911-12,p. 53.

# Agrawal, R. C.,‘Paschimi Rijasthin Ke Kuchh Prirambhik Smytistambha’, Varada
(Hindi) (April, 1963), p. 70.

° See Agrawal, p. 70 for description of a hero on horseback with two safis.

1 PRASWC, 1908-9, p. 49.

" Goetz, p. 88.

 According to Goetz (op. cit.), the function of a govardbana was gradually reduced
to that of a kirtistambha.

B3 Goetz, p. 87.

4 John Irwin, ‘Asokan Pillars: A Reassessment of the Evidence’, The Burlington
Magazine (November, 1973), pp. 706-20.



But, if the social context of the transformation of pillars into impres-
sive monoliths in the early historical period is provided by early
Buddhism," then the social process which transformed the humble
wooden pillars of the tribals into stone memorials with sculptured
tops is something which remains to be investigated. This would apply
to the study of the paliyas as well. They are believed to be of Central
Asian origin, but the prototypes from western India to which they
are related by Goetz' are far too early for the Raijasthani specimens.
If, however, the connection between the Central Asian memorials
and the paliyas of Rajasthan is found to be irrefutable, it should still
be examined as to why or from which particular period this type of
memorial tended to proliferate.

Apart from the typology of the stones the typology of the contents
of inscriptions that occur on the memorials needs detailed study and
analysis. A primary classification may be made of what the memorials
commemorate. Many of the memorials merely speak of the death of
an individual. In some cases an individual’s wife or wives performed
sati. Under this category may be included some inscriptions issued in
AD 686, AD 688, AD, 692 and Ab 770 from Chhoti Khatu in the Nagaur
Dt., where the death of four wives of four persons are commemorated
separately.!” Similarly, a Pushkar memorial stone inscription of 1130
records the death of one Thd (kurani) Hiravadevi, wife of Thd (kura)
Kolhava.'® Others commemorate both the male member of the family
and his wife or wives. Thus, the Lohari inscription of 1179" mentions
Jalasala and his nine wives in whose names the memorial was erected.
An identical specimen would be the one which was set up in honour
of the Cihamina king, Ajayapala, and his three wives, Somaladevi,
Osthaladi and Sridevi, at Bassi, Nagaur Dt.,in 1132.%

5 Thid.

% Goetz, p. 88. For other stone memorials of an early date, see H. Sarkar,
‘Chhayastambhas from Nagarjunakonda’, Seminar on Herostones, R. Nagaswamy, ed.
(Madras, 1974), pp. 93-7.

7 R.. C.Agrawal, pp. 68-9.

¥ ARRM, 1919-20,p. 3.

¥ Ibid., 1922-3, pp. 2--3.

2 EI XXXVII, pp. 163-4.
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The region-wise spread as well as the spread in terms of social
groups which such memorials covered appear to have been exten-
sive. Two further instances, both from the Jaisalmer area, may be
cited. An inscription of the Bhitika samvat 534 (1158 aAD) (it is
not clear whether the inscription is engraved on the usual type of
memorial stone or not), from the temple of Camunda, four miles
from Jaisalmer,? records the demise of AdiVariha of the Atri family,
supposedly a great poet. Another inscription, engraved on a govard-
hana, about ten miles from Jaisalmer, records that during the reign
of Vijayarija, queen Rijaladevi built a tank and erected a govardhana
in memory of her daughter’s son, Sohigapila.?? References may be
cited in plenty to show that persons belonging to different castes,
Brahmins, Jains and others, were commemorated through memorial
stones; and, although such references may not necessarily be taken
to suggest any universality of practice, they may nevertheless show
that in all such cases it was not a hero whose death was being com-
memorated, but that commemoration of the dead had become a
social practice, irrespective of the cause of death. We shall return to
an elaboration of this point later on.

There are, at the same time, memorials to violent death, and an
analysis of the circumstances which led to such deaths may bring
out the significance society attached to them. One series among
such memorials relates to the victims of cattleraids. A very well-
known example of this type of memorial is a stone from about
the eighth century from Bayana in Bharatpur. The rectangular slab
‘sculptured along the top with a row of four animals being driven
by a man’ bears an inscription® which mentions that in the reign of
Sti-Nanna, in a place called Pimpala-Gaundala, a certain Durgaditya
was killed by some robbers in a [cattleraid]. The term go-graha is
mentioned also in a stone of possibly 1013 from a different region
of Pokran in the Jodhpur area, where a govardhana was erected in
the memory of a member of the Guhila family who had been killed

2 ARRM, 1919-20, p. 3.
2 Ibid.
2 PRASWC, 1908-9, p. 49.



in a cattleraid.® The Jaisalmer area also provides interesting infor-
mation on memorial inscriptions, found in the form of a group,
occasioned by such raids. One record (of Bhatika year 685 = 1309)
from Gogaki-talai, five miles from Jaisalmer,?®> mentions Dhula, the
son of Isara and belonging to the Cihamina family and Vatsa gotra,
as having been killed while rescuing cows. The victim of another
such raid was Palinii, the son of Velika and of the same descent.?
The last record of this group commemorates Muiijaladeva, the son
of Hema, descended from the same Cihamana family and Vatsa
gotra, who was killed by robbers while serving his master in the
act of rescuing women, cows, horses and camels belonging to the
Brahmanas.”’

The other series of such memorials relates to those who fell in
battle. An interesting representative of this series would be the twelfth
century group of Charlu inscriptions from the Bikaner area, which
supply the names of several Mohila chiefs and record the death of
Ahara and Ambiraka ‘in the battle of Nigapura’, i.e. Nagaur.®® The
memorials (mentioned in the records as devali) from Anakhisara in
Bikaner—all dated 1283—possibly refer to such an event.”” A similar
group, known from three memorial records, is known to have been
found in the Sekhawati area of the former Jaipur state. All the three
records, referring to the reign of Prthvirija Cihamaina, are from the
village of Revasa in the Sikar Dt., and are of the same date, i.e. 1186.%
The victims, Chandeld Ninnava, Chandeli Dulabhadeva and Chandela
Singhara, were killed apparently in the same encounter at the village
of Khaluvini. There is another devali of 1104 from Berasar, Bikaner,
wherein occurs the inscription ‘suhdgu rasasana’, or ‘protection of
Suhagu (?)”.*

2 Agrawal, p. 70.

» ARRM, 1936, p.3.

* Ibid.

7 Ibid.

# JPASB, 1920, pp. 256fF.
# Ibid.

® ARRM, 1935, pp. 3-5.
3 Agrawal, p. 71.
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The Making of Early Medieval India

These memorials, then, appear to have been erected to those
who were victims of raids, and elsewhere in the country also, such
memorials were erected.

While no detailed study can be made of the contents of the
inscriptions in this preliminary essay, what may be underlined is
that a classification of the contents is useful for analysing the social
composition of the people who were commemorated. Secondly, an
attempt may be made to correlate particular situations resulting in
commemorations, to particular social groups. Any deviations from
the pattern of correlation that may emerge will have to be explained,
not in terms of the caste or clan of the person commemorated, but
in terms of how much he may be supposed to have deviated from
the position warranted by his caste or clan. Thus, while ordinary
memorials could be erected for a Brahmin, a Jaina or a Rajput, a
memorial for violent death in the case of a Brahmin will be explained
by how he was involved in such a situation. Again, an analysis of the
cases of violent death would show which social groups were gener-
ally involved in situations leading to such death. In short, future
investigations, relying on the evidence of number, will be able to
establish a more effective correlation between inscriptional types
and social types.*

But first, in continuation of what has been said at the begin-
ning, it may be pertinent to ask: How universal was the practice of
commemoration? Broadly speaking, the practice seems to have been

*2 The memorial stones, in cases where they are available in clusters, also provide
some clue for a study of the single clan or multi-clan composition of a region;
and where the memorials were the result of raids, an analysis of such composi-
tion may give some idea of the pattern of inter-clan conflict as also of inter-clan
alignment in a particular period. For example, a memorial cluster in the Sekhawati
area of the former Jaipur state relates to a Cindela pratiganaka (an area held by the
Cindelas) and to Candelas who apparently fought for the Cihaminas in the period
of Prthvirija IIT (ARRM, 1935, pp. 3-5). Similarly, it has been remarked in the light
of the evidence of memorial stones, that the ‘whole of the Medta province was only
held by Guhilots’ (PRASWC, 1909-10, p. 61). On the other hand, a cluster of 12
govardhanas, found at Pila near Jodhpur and ranging in date between ap 1161 and
1187, refer to at least four castes, Bhici, Gamghala, Dharkata and Pratihira, JPASB,
1916, pp. 104-06.



fairly widespread in space and time. For example, apart from the
Brahmins® and Jainas,* mentioned earlier, there was a broad spectrum
of other groups which were also represented. Memorials to sresthis, or
merchants, of the early twelfth century have been found.*® A member
of a Naigama Kiyastha family, Talha, the son of Bilhana and grandson
of Tha (kura) Candra, was commemorated by Thdkura Somadeva in
AD 1158, as is evident from a stone at Pilani.* There is, also, perhaps
quite an early memorial (AD 764?) erected to the daughter of a vesyd
(courtesan) at Osian in the Jodhpur area.*’” Another, a sati slab, from
Kalyanpur in the Udaipur area, records the death of a member of the
Kambhadra, i.e. potters’ caste.*®

While these cases do relate to a wide cross-section of society, what
may be highlighted, again from a rough calculation of the number of
records available, is that the memorials—to both normal and violent
deaths—were predominantly to the following castes and clans: Pratihira
(jati* and gotra*’);Varaha*' and Mahivariha;* Rathoda;*® Guhila,* and

* The memorial records occasionally refer to different sections among the Brahmins.
For example, a record speaks of a memorial to Pallival Brahmins, I4, XL, p. 183.

* There are a few interesting specimens of Jaina memorials, termed nisedhikd in the
records, from the Kishengarh area. One such nisedhikd, from a record from Rupnagar,
was erected in AD 961, in memory of Meghasenicirya by his pupil Vimalasenapandita
(PRASWC, 1910-11, p. 43). Another, from the same place, was erected in ap 1019,
in memory of Padmasenicirya, by Citranandin (ibid.). A third, from a site three
miles to the south of Rupnagar, refers to the memorial of Viliya Saddika erected by
Chihchideva and does not seem to be Jaina in origin (ibid.).

% Inscriptions of Jhalrapatan of ap 1109 and apb 1113, ARRM, 1912-13,Appendix B.

* Ibid., 1933, p. 2.

¥ ARIE, 1961-62,p. 114.

*® Agrawal, p. 78.

¥ One of two memorials dated AD 936 from Cherai, Jodhpur, mentions Arjuna, the
son of Durlabharija of Pratihira jati (Indian Archaeology—1959-60 A Review, p. 60).

% A record of ap 1015, from Cherai, Jodhpur, speaks of a memorial to one of
Pratihira gotra (Indian Archaeology—1959-60 A Review).

# PRASWC, 1911-12,p. 53.

“ Ibid.

# JIA, XL, pp. 181-83.

“ PRASWC, 1909-10, p. 61; PRASWC, 1911-12, p. 52.
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The Making of Early Medieval India

Maingaliya,* a subdivision of the Guhila; Cihamina,* and Bodini* and
Mohili,® subdivisions of the Cihamana;* Debri;*® Dodi;’! Solanki;*
Dahiya;* Paramira;* Pavira;*® Dohari;* Bhichi;” Ghamgala;** Dharkata;*
and so on. Further, in a number of cases, official titles or titles indicative
of social status, occur on the same records, such titles being ra(uta),”
13ja,°" mahdsamanta,* rajaputra,®® rand,* etc. In short, where it is possible
to relate the memorial stones to any clans or castes, it is mostly the
Rajputs that we come across. Chronologically, too, the early memorials
of Rajasthan correspond to the formative period of the Rajput polity.
It is true that the memorials were not erected to the Rajputs alone, but
such diffusion as penetrated different sections of society may suggest
that the formalization of death through stones by the members of the
deceased’s family had come to be accepted as a symbol of status in
society. The stones also gave sanction to the practice of safi, which was
becoming increasingly common and the incidence of which was quite

4

&

Ibid., 1911-12, p. 53.

“ Indian Archaeology—1962-63 A Review, p. 54.
7 PRASWC, 191112, p. 53.

“ Ibid.

¥ ARRM, 1935, pp. 3-5.

%0 Ibid., 1909-10, Appendix D.

St Ibid., 1922-23, p. 2.

2 A4, XL, p. 183.

5 Ibid., XLIL, pp. 267-69.

% PRASWC, 1916-17,p. 70.

* Ibid., 1911-12, p. 53; also ARIE, 1964—65, p. 102.
% ARIE, 1959-60, p. 113.

S JPASB, 1916, pp. 104-06.

% Thid.

* Tbid.

€ ARIE, 1954-55, p. 69.

¢ PRASWC, 1909-10, p. 51.

2 ARIE, 1961-62,p. 115.

6 Thid.

64

@

A record of 1191 from Unstra, four miles west of Barlu in Jodhpur area, speaks of
rand Motisvara, a Guhilautra, as having been followed in safi by his chief queen, R3ji,
a Mohili (PRASWC 1911-12, p. 53).



frequent among the ruling elite of this period. One should further take
into consideration the expenses involved in getting the stone sculpted
and incised with the inscription by, as one record mentions, a profes-
sional craftsman (ripakdra).®

The process of the transformation of tribal wooden pillars into
memorial stones may also be viewed in this light. The Rajput polity
evolved, at least to an extent, as a result of confrontation with original
settlers, and inscriptional references, though veiled, bear testimony to
Rajput expansion at the expense of the Bhils, Ahirs® and others. This
interaction may have resulted in the Rajputs (and it may be under-
lined here that all Rajputs were not colonizers, as might be suggested
from the gradual proliferation of Rajput castes)® taking over a simple
form of memorial and transforming it into something vastly more
elaborate, in keeping with the art tradition of the time, which also
found its source of patronage among the emergent Rajput political
elites as well as among other categories of elites in the early medieval
society of Rajasthan.

8 ARIE 1952-53, p. 67.

6 Such ideas about colonization emerge from several records of early medieval
Rajasthan. Thus, the Ghatiyala inscription of Kakkuka, of ap 861, from the Jodhpur
area, credits Kakkuka with taking away herds of cattle (implying that go-graha was
not always a defensive measure) and with the destruction by fire of a village on the
hill in the inaccessible Vataninaka, JRASGBI, 1895, pp. 513-21. See also EL IX, p. 80
for another record of Ap 996 of the same family for the settlement of an area called
Abhirajanadarunah, ‘terrible because of being inhabited by the Abhiras’.

§7 For the process of the Rajputization of local tribes, see B. N. S.Yadava, Society and
Culture in Northern India in the Tivelfth Century (Allahabad, 1973), p. 34
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CHAPTER 6

Trade and Urban Centres in Early Medieval
North India*

ECENT STUDIES HAVE ATTEMPTED to show that a major socio-
economic change took place in early India from roughly
he close of the Gupta period.! This change is elucidated in

* Reprinted from The Indian Historical Review, vol. 1, no. 2 (1974).

[An earlier draft of this paper was read at a seminar on ‘Cities and Towns in
Ancient India’ organized in March 1974 by the Centre of Advanced Study in
Ancient Indian History and Culture, University of Calcutta. My attention was later
drawn by Dr Sanjay Chandra of the Centre for the Study of Regional Develop-
ment, Jawaharlal Nehru University, to E. M. Medvedev’s ‘The Towns of Northern
India during the 6th-7th Centuries (according to Hiuen Tsang)’ in India—Land
and People, Book 3 (vol. 14 of Countries and Peoples of the East), compiled and
edited by I.V. Sakharov (Moscow, 1972), pp. 168-83. 1 am extremely grateful to
Dr Chandra for this reference and also for translating the entire paper from the
original Russian into English. Medvedev makes a thorough study of Hiuen Tsang,
but my use of his account is limited to the passages cited in the original draft of
the present paper.]

! For a statement of different facets of this change, see R. S. Sharma, ‘Problem of
Transition from Ancient to Medieval in Indian History’, The Indian Historical Review,
vol. I, no. 1 (1974), pp. 1-9; also his Social Changes in Early Medieval India (c. AD
500-1200) (Delhi, 1969).



terms of the gradual crystallization of ‘Indian feudalism’,? the origins of
which can be traced to the land grants of the pre-Gupta period; ‘and
the two centuries preceding the Turkish conquest marked both the
climax and the decline of feudal economy of India’.> As a new system,
it is naturally assumed to have marked a departure from the early his-
torical pattern. The economic implications of the suggested change are
believed to be represented by a situation of increasing ruralization in
which the self-sufficient villages became the foci of production.*

This hypothesis has gained considerable strength from the substan-
tive arguments put forward from time to time in the process of its
elaboration. Two deductions, following from the idea of self-sufficient
village economy, have been made: (i) decline of trade, including
long-distance trade; and (ii) decline of urban centres. The paucity of
indigenous dynastic coinage, which suggests rarity of exchange at
commercial levels, has been taken to substantiate the first point.® It has
derived support from an analysis of some literary material as well.® For

2 For the first important empirical study of early Indian feudalism, see D.D. Kosambi,
An Introduction to the Study of Indian History (Bombay, 1956), ch. IX in particular; the
most comprehensive work on it is by R. S. Sharma, Indian Feudalism, c. 300-1200
(University of Calcutta, 1965). For a bibliography on early Indian feudalism, see
R.S.Sharma and D. N. Jha, The Economic History of India upto ap 1200:Trends and
Prospects’, Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient, vol. 17, no. I (1974),
pb. 48-80. For a rather inadequate analysis of the literature, see V. K. Thakur, Histo-
riography of Indian Feudalism (Patna, 1989). For more recent surveys of the problem
D. N. Jha, ed., passim.

3 R.S.Sharma, Indian Feudalism, p. 262. However, the chronology of ‘Indian feudal-
ism’ is not as yet precisely ascertained. While early indications of feudal development
are traced to inscriptions of the late Sitavahana period, i.e. second century AD
(Kosambi, p. 276), the historians of medieval India apply the same term, albeit with
reservations, to the Mughal economy, S. Nurul Hasan, Thoughts on Agrarian Relations
in Mughal India (New Delhi, 1973), pp. 1-2.

* R.S. Sharma, Indian Feudalism, pp. 127-34.

5 For a list of coin-types in circulation in the early medieval period, see L. Gopal,
Early Medieval Coin-types of Northern India, Numismatic Notes and Monographs, no. 12
(Varanasi, 1966). A recent detailed study is by John S. Deyell, Living without Silver: The
Monetary History of Early Medieval North India (Delhi, 1990).

¢ L. Gopal, The Economic Life of Northern India, c. AD 700-1200 (Delhi, 1965), pp.
102-4.
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the second point considerable support comes from a recent survey of
the early north Indian urban centres, many of which reached a state of
decay in Gupta and post-Gupta times.’

Even if, as suggested by the hypothesis thus outlined, trade and
urban centres suffered a setback in early India,® resulting in the
growth of a closed village economy over a considerable stretch of
time, one cannot still view this validly in terms of ‘production for use’
as opposed to ‘production for exchange’.* While, therefore, it is neces-
sary to examine closely as to what extent and in what precise form
trade and urbanism survived!® in the post-Gupta period, the scope of
the present paper is rather limited. Here only a few known documents
have been chosen for a detailed analysis—documents which bear
upon the close link between trade and urbanization. These pertain to
several distinct geographical regions, and it can at least partly be tested
whether what emerges from them will have uniform applicability for
different parts of north India. In the final part of the paper an attempt

7 R.S. Sharma, ‘Decay of Gangetic Towns in Gupta and post-Gupta Times’, Proceed-
ings of the Indian History Congress, 33rd session (Muzaffarpur, 1972), pp. 92-104. A
more recent and detailed publication by R.S. Sharma on the same theme is: Urban
Decay in India, c. 300~c. 1000 (Delhi, 1987).

® This may have been so, but if the history of Indian feudalism extends from the
second to the seventeenth—eighteenth centuries, then it has to be reconsidered
whether a relative decline of trade or urban centres really constitutes an essential
variable in the study of this system.

® For the difficulty involved in thinking in terms of such a distinction, see H. K.
Takahashi in The Transition from Feudalism to Capitalism (London, 1954), pp. 35fF; also
the important remarks of Marx, ‘The extent to which products enter trade and go
through the merchants’ hands depends on the mode of production ... on the basis
of every mode of production, trade facilitates the production of surplus products
destined for exchange, in order to increase the enjoyments, or the wealth, of the
producers (here the owners of products are meant)’, who are specified as the ‘slave-
owner, the feudal lord, the tribute-collecting state’, etc., Capital (Moscow, 1962), iii,
pp. 320-1.

' This need is also suggested in the important writings on Indian feudalism.
Although Kosambi speaks of the ‘ominous spread of closed village economy’ in the
context of feudalism (p. 288), he underlines the process of the ‘development of new
trade centres’ in his criticism of Marx’s concept of the Asiatic mode (p. 11). R. S.
Sharma has made a study of trade and urban centres in the context of early medieval
feudalism, Indian Feudalism, pp. 238fF.



has been made to review the entire problem of the decline of trade
and urban centres in the light of the documents selected as well as
some other material.

I

The geographical areas to which the documents relate are: (i) the
Indo-Gangetic divide; (ii) the upper Ganga basin; and (iii) the periph-
ery of the Malwa plateau.! This location pattern is crucial since it is
known that in at least two of them, the upper Ganga basin and the
Malwa plateau, important urban centres had developed in the early
historical period.'

We may start with a site in the Indo-Gangetic divide which, if at
all it has to be given the label ‘urban’, may at best be called an incipi-
ent urban centre. This site is Prthiidaka, modern Pehoa in the Karnal
district of Haryana. Prthiidaka is called an adhisthdna in an inscription
(aD 882-3)"of the Gurjara-Pratihira period which also provides some
details of a fair at this place in which different animals—the most
important of which was the horse—were sold and bought. Several
points emerging from this record are of relevance here. First, the
horse dealers headed by a foreman (which suggests that the horse
dealers were organized into a guild) were not local; they hailed from
nine different localities: Ciitavarsika, Utpalika, Cikkariselavanapura,
Baladevapura, Sarankadika, Stharudukkaka, Traighataka, Ghamghaka
and Asvalauhavoka; one of these is tentatively identified with a
locality near Lahore. Secondly, the dealers do not seem to have been
non-Indian traders of the period, although horse trade is not usually

1 See O. H. K. Spate and A. T. A. Learmonth, India and Pakistan: A General and
Regional Geography, 3rd edn. (London, 1967), pp. 534, 546, 625~7.

2 For a distribution of the important early historical urban sites of north India,
see A. Ghosh, The City in Early Historical India (Simnla, 1973), map facing p. 90; also,
G. Erdosy, ‘Early Historic Cities of Northern India’, South Asian Studies, vol. 3 (1987),
pp. 1-23.

18 G. Biihler, “The Peheva Inscription from the Temple of Garibnath’, Epigraphia
Indica, vol. 1, pp. 184-90.
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associated with Indians in the contemporary sources.’* According to
the editor of the record the names appear to be Hindu® and it is
likely that some of them were brihmanas {(for example, Vamuka or
Bhatta Viraka’s sons,Vanda and Rajyabala). The evidence of the Pehoa
record may thus suggest that in the ninth century Indians of the
north-west at least acted as intermediary dealers in horse trade and,
if the guess regarding the participation by braihmanas in it is correct,
the restrictions in the brihmanical texts'® weighed lightly on them.
Thirdly, the donations which the horse dealers agreed to make went
not only to a religious shrine at Prthidaka, but also to Kanyakubja,
Gotirtha and Bhojapura—all widely distant from Prthaidaka. Fourthly,
among the buyers of horses figure the king, thakkuras and provincials
who were, however, not necessarily physically present at Prthudaka.
It would appear from all this that Prthiidaka was a focal point in the
network of north-western horse dealers and although the record does
not positively show it to be an urban centre, it may be labelled at least
as a nigama—a market centre occupying a somewhat intermediary
position between a village and a developed township."” This supposi-
tion seems to be confirmed by its characterization in the record as
an adhisthana which, in Gupta and post-Gupta terminology, would
signify an urban centre as well.'®

* For countries from which horse was imported, see L. Gopal, The Economic Life of
Northern India, p.113.The information that horse trade extended up to Bengal in the early
thirteenth century and that Turkish invaders of Bengal posed as horse traders is given by
Tabaqat-i-Nasir, tr., H. G. Raverty (reprinted in New Delhi, 1970), vol. i, p. 557.

> G. Biihler, op. cit.

' See Manusmyti, X, pp. 86, 89, and also Kullitkabhatta’s commentary, which prohibit
brahmanas from participating in animal trade.

7 A. Ghosh, pp. 38, 46-7.

' Vaidali (modern Basarh in Vaisali district of north Bihar) which was an urban
centre in the Gupta period was called an adhisthana in that period, cf. the expression
vaisalyadhisthanddhikaranasya, seal no. 25 in T. Bloch, ‘Excavations at Basarh’, Archaeo-
logical Survey of India, Annual Report, 19034, p. 109. Gopagiri (Gwalior), an urban
centre of the tenth century, is mentioned in its records as an adhisthina. It may be
noted that by the time of Rijadekhara, Prthiidaka was considered to be so important
as to be mentioned as the point beyond which the northern region began, Prthidakat
parata Uttardpathah, Kdyyamimdmsd, G. S. Rai, ed. (Varanasi, 1964), ch. XII, p. 264.



Tattanandapura, identified with Ahar near Bulandshahar and
situated on the western bank of the Ganga, was on the other hand a
fully developed township of the upper Ganga basin. It has yielded a
set of ten inscriptions dated between AD 867 and 904,'° which show
it to have been included in the Gurjara-Pratihira empire. The urban
character of the settlement emerges from a number of indications
in the record. First, the suffix pura in its name and the fact that it
was called pattana® distinguish it from grama, palli or agrahdra by
which village settlements of the period were known.? Secondly,
whatever meagre information is available regarding its lay-out
confirms this. It was intersected by a number of roads, kurathyd
(small or narrow roads, lanes?), brhadrathyd (big roads) and hattamdrga
(roads leading to the market area).? Since such expressions have
been used in relation to townships in early medieval literature,”
some functional differences between them in the context of urban
settlements may be inferred. The impression one gets from the
records is that the eastern market area (péirvahattapradesa) was one
of the nerve-centres of the town,? dotted as it was with shops and
residential buildings. The reference to the eastern market implies
that there were several other such centres which, as is clear from
the eastern market cluster, were not necessarily located in one part
of the town, but were dispersed among different residential areas.
The inscriptions mention six temples (those of Kaficanasridevi
or Kanakadevi, Nandibhagavatidevi, Vimanasvimi, Gandhadevi,
Dasavatira and Sarvamangali) which formed a distinct part of the

¥ D, R. Sahni, ‘Ahar Stone Inscription’, Epigraphia Indica, XIX, pp. 52—4; also
C. D. Chatterjee, ‘The Ahar Stone Inscription’, The Journal of the United Provinces
Historical Society, I11, pt. IIT (1926), pp. 83—119. (I owe the second reference to Mr
M. C. Joshi).

® Ahar Inscription, Nos. 1, 2, etc. (The numbers cited here refer to D. R. Sahni’
edition).

21 A, K. Choudhary, Early Medieval Village in North-eastern India (AD 600-1200)
(Calcutta, 1971), pp. 42-5.

2 Ahar Inscription, Nos. 4,5, 6, etc.

# L. Gopal, The Economic Life of Northern India, p. 96.

24 Ahar Inscription, Nos. 4,6, 7,9, etc.
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The Making of Early Medieval India

urban set-up. At least two of them, enshrining Nandibhagavatidevi
and Kaficanasridevi, seem to have been located a little away from the
town (thaiva pattanddvahi daksinasydm disi), but both owned property
in the eastern market area.” Thirdly, the constructional details and
dimensions of some of the buildings are given in the records in
clear terms. Two types of buildings are generally mentioned: avaris
(shops and enclosures) and grhas (residential buildings). The avaris
seem in some cases to have combined the functions of a shop and
a residential building. In one case an dvdri with its elevations is
said to have consisted of three rooms of burnt bricks; in another
it had a few inner apartments.” The grhas were also constructed
with burnt bricks. The inscriptions abound in references to house
sites (grhabhiami) contiguously situated and belonging to persons of
different castes.?”’

That Tattinandapura was an important urban settlement of the early
medieval period is confirmed by archaeologists as well,?® although no
attempt at correlation between epigraphic and archaeological material
is possible at present. The mounds at Ahar cover a total area of 3800
acres and five trial trenches laid at the site are scattered over a stretch
of nearly one and a half miles. At site B, which dates back to about
ninth century AD were discovered, apart from burnt brick structures
of residential character, excellent specimens of pottery, hand-grinding
mills, a mortar, household articles of copper, an iron scythe and early
medieval coins of at least three varieties.

All the urban characteristics of Tattanandapura or Ahar revealed by
epigraphy were present at Siyadoni near Lalitpur in Jhansi district. The
dates of its records ranging from between aD 907 and 968% relate, as
in the case of the other inscriptions cited, to the Gurjara-Pratihira
period. It was also a pattana intersected by a variety of roads, rathya,

% Ibid., No. 2.
% Tbid., Nos. 2, 10.
2 1Tbid., Nos. 4, 5, 9, etc.

8 Archaeological Survey of India, Annual Report, 1925-6, pp. 56-8; plates X—XII (I
owe this reference to Mr B. M. Pande).

* F.Kielhorn, ‘Siyadoni Stone Inscription’, Eptgraphia Indica, 1, pp. 162=79.



hattarathyd, etc.® The functional differences between different varieties
of roads may be assumed here again; besides, there is clear mention in
one case of a road belonging to the merchants (vanijonijarathyd).” The
residential sites included aparasaraka (houses with a porch or vestibule),
dvdsanikd (dwellings) and grhabhitti (a house site) owned by different
communities.” The spatial dimensions of the town may be assumed
to have been larger than those of Ahar, considering the number of
market centres it had. Five of them figure in the records: Dosihatta,
Prasannahatta, Caturhatta (possibly identical with Catugkahatta of no.
25), Kallapalinimsatkahatta (hatta belonging to the Kallapalas) and
Vasantamahattakahatta (possibly named after the chief of a guild).”
Vithis or shops owned by merchants and manufacturers of different
categories constituted the nucleus of a hatta, though not the entire hatta
complex. Although, as in the case of the Kallapalinimsatkahatta,* the
entire hatta appears to have been owned by and to have specialized in
the merchandise of the Kallapalas, this was not the general pattern. At
Caturhatta, for example, the vithi owned by grahapatika tambulika Kesava
is mentioned along with that of the kamsdraka.’® Nor was there any clear
distinction between commercial and residential areas and in this regard
too the lay-out was similar to that at Ahar. The residence of a brihmana
or a religious shrine could be a part of the total haffa complex.™ As at
Ahar, temples formed a part of the urban set-up; there were several
of them at Siyadoni, dedicated to Nariyapabhattiraka, Sivabhattiraka,
Bhaillasvimi, Sigikiyadeva, etc.’’” Siyadoni was, however, primarily a
commercial centre, as is suggested not only by the number of its hattas,
but also by a customs house attached to it (Styadonisatkamandapika).”®

% Ibid., Nos. 6,7, 9, 10, etc.

31 Ibid., No. 27.

32 Ibid., Nos. 3, 6, 7, 14, etc.

¥ Ibid., Nos. 6, 7, 8, 27.

3 Ibid., No. 11.

% Tbid., No. 8.

% Ibid., No.7.

¥ 1bid., Nos. 1, 10, 14, 15, 20, 25, etc.
3 Ibid., Nos. 2, 11, 27, etc.
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A mint also seems to have been located there.*® Siyadoni served as a
political centre as well, but this point will be elaborated later on.

Though not very close to Siyadoni, yet in the same geographical
region, was Gopagiri (Gwalior) which, as the analysis of its two
inscriptions dated Ap 875 and 876* shows, appears to have been a
fort town.The settlement was administered by a chief of the bound-
aries (maryddddhirya), appointed by a Gurjara-Pratihira king. The
second record refers to the presence at the fort town of a koffapdla,
also appointed by the Gurjara-Pratihira ruler, and a baladhikrta
(commander of the army).*! The settlement seems to have covered
both the hills and the plains, as suggested by an incidental refer-
ence to the dwellers of the plateau of Gopagiri (gopagiritalopar).
Gopagiri was a commercial centre as well, as sresthis and sdarthavdhas
were counted among its residents and as members of a local council.
Two hattikds, Cacchiki and Nimbaditya, are mentioned as those
parts of Gopagiri where oil-millers (tailikas) lived, and on the
strength of this indication it may be inferred that Srisarvesvarapura
and Srivatsasvimipura, residential areas of several other oil-millers
mentioned in the records, were also parts of the Gopagiri urban
complex.

On the basis of the discussion so far, some typological differences
that seem to have existed between the four urban centres may be briefly
reiterated. While Prthaidaka was perhaps not a fully developed urban
centre (although the holding of a fair would imply a commercial status
already achieved), Tattinandapura and Siyadoni were certainly so. Some
typological distinction seems, however, to have existed between the
two. Despite some incidental references to a uttarasabhd, the meaning
of which is not clear,and a dandapdsika and a diitaka at Tattinandapura,*

¥ Ibid., No. 2.

“ E. Hultzsch, ‘The Two Inscriptions of Vaillabhattasvamin Temple at Gwalior’,
Epigraphia Indica, 1, pp. 154—62.

“ It is significant that while in connection with either Tattinandapura or Siyadoni
no rdjamdrga (royal road) is mentioned (for narapatipatha at Ujjayini, see Meghadiitam,
Pirvamegha, 37), Gopagiri Inscription, No. 2, refers to Sribhojadevapratolyavatdre, ‘the
descent of the road of Bhojadeva’, the Gurjara-Pratihira ruler.

2 Ahar Inscription, Nos. 1, 3.



the records do not mention any ruler or other important officials
in connection with the town or its activities. At Siyadoni, on the
other hand, four rulers—all feudatories of the Gurjara-Pratiharas—are
mentioned within a span of about sixty years.* The pascakulas,
appointed by the rulers in each case,* represented the administrative
body of the township; there are, besides, references to such officials as
karanikas and kauptikas.*> Siyadoni was thus on all counts an important
political centre of the Gurjara-Pratihira empire. The point of contrast
between Siyadoni and Gopagiri would be that the latter’s political
importance was more military than administrative.*® The character of
the rule, suggested by the presence of a koftapila and a baladhikrta,
would be a sufficient indication of this. Another significant piece of
information is also available in the Gopagiri records, if the suggested
interpretation of the relevant passages is correct. They record that a
piece of land belonging to the village of Ctidapallika and the entire
village of Jayapuraka were the properties of the city (svabhujyamana).
This may suggest the measure of the fort town’s control over the
countryside, evidence regarding which is absent in other records.

II

To what extent the suggested typological differences had a bearing on
the nature and organization of the commerce and certain other related
aspects at these urban centres cannot be satisfactorily ascertained from
the records which are not primarily concerned with such matters.
Only a few guesses can be made. What strikes as a possibility in the
cases of Tattinandapura, Siyadoni and Gopagiri is that they were not
planned townships—a point suggested by the disparate location pattern
of the hattas which, as mentioned earlier, included shops, temples and
residential buildings. There is no evidence that caste distinctions were

Siyadoni Inscription, Nos. 1,2, 11, 20.
# Tbid.

# Ibid., Nos. 1,22, 26.

# Gopagiri may thus well compare with the fortified settlements under the Pilas

and the Candellas listed by R. S, Sharma, Indian Feudalism, Appendix II.
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made in the selection of residential sites.” At Tattinandapura the house
site of a braihmana is mentioned as lying next to that of a vanik in the
eastern market area.*® Similar evidence is available from Siyadoni. At
Gopagiri the headmen of the oil-millers are mentioned in connec-
tion with two hattas and §risarves’varapura and Srivatsasvimipura, and
this may again endorse the supposition that the latter two were hatta-
cum-residential areas integrated within the township. At Siyadoni two
types of shops are mentioned: (i) pitrpitamahopdrjita; and (ii) svopdryita.*®
While the latter category suggests an expansion of activities by the
town’s merchants, the former testifies to the antiquity of commerce at
the hattas carried down family lines.

This type of evidence may be taken to suggest that before emerging
as fully developed urban centres all these sites were central points in
local commerce, an assumption which may explain the concentration
of a number of hdtfas in one area. It was the process of the conglom-
eration of such hdftas and residential areas which led to the initial
urbanization of these settlements.”® Such a developmental process of

7 All the four sets of inscriptions discussed here offer an interesting insight into the
working of the caste system at the urban centres: brihmanas participated in the horse
trade at Pehoa; at Tattinandapura a ksatriya vanik was engaged in commerce (Ahar
Inscription, No. 6); Siyadoni and Gopagiri records mention respectively a brihmana
tambolika (No. 17) and a ksatriya cultivator.

“ Ahar Inscription, No. 4.

# Siyadoni Inscription, Nos. 13, 15, etc.

5 This seems to be more forcefully suggested by the evidence relating to Anahila-
pataka, an early medieval urban centre in Gujarat, which consisted of 84 marts; cf.
Kumarapalacarita cited by P. Niyogi, Contributions to the Economic History of Northern
India (from the tenth to the twelfth century AD) (Calcutta, 1962), p. 120. One wonders
how V. K. Thakur who chose to reuse the same records as have been analyzed in this
paper came to the rather astounding conclusion that ‘early medieval urban centres
of different regions clearly bring out to the fore their non-commercial nature’ and
that ‘they betray distinct non-commercial ethos’, “Towns in Early Medieval India’, in
K.V.Raman et al. (eds), Srinidhih (Perspectives in Indian Archaeology, Art and Culture. K. R.
Srinivasan Festschriff) (Madras, 1983), pp. 389-97. Unlike temples elsewhere receiving
donations in the form of extensive landgrants, the major sources of income of temples
located in urban centres were in the form of contributions by merchant groups or
cesses on their incomes. The urban process was therefore exactly the opposite of what
V.K.Thakur considers it to have been; the resource bases of the urban centres—and of



urban centres would not, however, preclude the possibility of long-
distance contacts; that such contacts did exist is borne out by all the
records discussed here. At Tattinandapura lived (and got involved
in local property transactions) the Varkkatavanik community from
Bhillamala (Bhinmal in south-west Rajasthan),”’ the Gandhikavanik
community from Mathura and also merchants from Apapura, a place
not yet identified. At Siyadoni the presence of a mandapikd would
imply outside trade contacts. The merchant community of Gopagiri
included sdrthavihas who may be assumed to have headed long-
distance commercial ventures. Considered along with other evidence
relating to early medieval India,®* which includes the Pehoa record,
such examples would testify to the existence of a network of trade
routes cutting across boundaries of local commerce.

The three urban centres, Tattanandapura, Siyadoni and Gopagiri,
seem to have been different in certain respects from townships founded
by rulers, to which reference will be made later. Apart from their
process of growth, the Siyadoni evidence may bring out the differ-
ence further. Although it was a political centre, its importance in that
respect lay essentially in the fact that it was assigned to the feudatories
(the town is referred to as paribhujyamana a number of times)> of
the Gurjara-Pratiharas. The assignment was perhaps not permanent,
an assumption suggested by the mention of four feudatories within
a span of sixty years and the absence in all cases of any reference
to their predecessors. There is nothing surprising in an urban centre

temples located in them—were created by the activities and convergence of merchant
groups and artisans; it was not the temples which created such resource bases.

3t C.D. Chatterjee (p. 102) suggests thatVarkkata and Lambakaricuka, mentioned in
the Ahar records, ‘refer to the different sections of the Gurjara stock’.

52 A relatively early evidence would be the account of I-tsing who refers in the
second half of the seventh century to many hundreds of merchants coming to central
India from Timralipti, A Record of the Buddhist Religion as Practised in India and the
Malay Archipelago, tr., . Takakusu (Oxford, 1896), p. xxxi; for other examples, see
L. Gopal, The Economic Life of Northern India, pp. 90-1; it is significant that the vaisyas
who are believed to have become hardly distinguishable from the sfidras in the early
medieval period were, as traders, urged by Medhitithi to get themselves familiarized
with the products, customs and languages of different countries (ibid.).

5 Siyadoni Inscription, Nos. 11, 20, etc.
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The Making of Early Medieval India

being assigned to feudatories. Document number 27 of the Siyadoni
group of inscriptions clearly refers to a township, Rayakka, made
over to some brahmanas by a prince of Mahodaya. Similarly, in the
eleventh century, one-half of a town along with a number of villages
was assigned by Paramira Bhoja to a feudatory in the Nasik area ($r
Bhojadevaprasadavapta nagarasellakarddha-sarddhasahasragramanam bhokta
Sri Yasovarma) >*

The fact that Siyadoni was an assigned area (and as a politi-
cal centre it has to be viewed from this perspective) would not by
itself have made much difference in the nature of its commerce. As
commercial centres, the real points of difference among the town-
ships—which would perhaps also explain the necessity and forms of
communication among them—would emerge from the composi-
tion of their artisan and merchant groups. It may be assumed that
the records leave out a number of social groups from their purview,
but the most dominant groups do nevertheless seem to have been
different at different urban centres. At Tattinandapura, apart from
the Citurvaidya brahmanas, various vanikjdatis are mentioned: Vanik
Varkkatajiti, ~ Lambakaficukvanikjati, = Sauvarpikavanikmahijana,
Mathurajitiya, Gandhikavanik and Kjsatriyavanik. If any conjecture
can be made from their recorded activities, the Sauvarnikamahijanas
appear to have been the most dominant group. At Gopagiri, apart
from the sresthis and sdrthavdhas, the nature of whose trade is not
specified, are mentioned heads of oil-millers (tailika-mahattaka) who
alone numbered more than twenty and heads of gardeners (malika-
maharas) who numbered more than fourteen. Social groups other than
merchants and artisans were represented at Siyadoni by different types
of rdjapurusas (karanikas, kauptikas, etc.), brihmanas and mdtangas (i.e.
Cangalas), but the records are concerned more with merchants and
artisans: nemakavanik (salt-merchants), kumbhakdra (potters), kallapdla
(distillers of liquor), kanduka (?), tambulika (betel-leaf traders), tailika
(oil-millers), silakata (stone-cutters) and lohavana (blacksmiths?). Here

* See R. D. Banerji, “The Kalvan Plates of Yagovarman’, Epigraphia Indica, XIX, pp.
69-75; 11, pp. 7-8.



again, if any guess is hazarded, the nemakavaniks would stand out as the
most important group.

A guild was the organization which integrated the activities, secular
as well as religious, of the merchants and artisans. As in the early period,
the term is sreni, which occurs in the Gopagiri inscriptions. The chief
of each guild was a mahattama, as in the case of the tailikas of Gopagiri
or tnahara, as in the case of the gardeners of the same place or the
tambulikas of Siyadoni.> Perhaps the term grahapatika referring to a
tambulika at Siyadoni®® carried the same sense. The use of the term
Jéti in respect of some merchant communities at Tattanandapura raises
certain problems regarding the organization of guilds in the early
medieval period. It may be taken to suggest that guilds invariably
corresponded to specific castes.”” However, if this was so, one would
expect that not more than one guild, representing a group of mer-
chants or that of manufacturers, would exist at an urban centre. The
tailikas and gardeners at Gopagiri had, however,a number of chiefs,and
this fact, along with references to a series of mostly religious activities
undertaken by individuals and their family members, may imply that
guilds were organized more on family lines than in terms of all the
members of the same caste or even of practitioners of the same trade.
That they were united at certain levels is evident from such expressions
as samastakallapalanam, samastamahdjanena, samasta. . . silakitandm, etc.%®
In any case one may perhaps think in terms of variations in guild
organizations from a number of contemporary sources. That guilds cut
across the frontiers of caste and narrow regions is suggested not only
by the Pehoa record, but also and more forcefully by contemporary
south Indian evidence.”

% Siyadoni Inscription, No. 18.
5 Ibid., No. 8.
37 See L. Gopal, The Economic Life of Northern India, p. 82.
8 Siyadoni Inscription, Nos. 4, 11, 20, 21.
For example, a record of ¢. AD 800 from Mulgund speaks of four heads of a guild
belonging to 360 towns, see A. S. Altekar, The Rashtrakutas and Their Times (Poona,
1934), pp. 368fF for this and other cases. Vijiidnesvara in the Mitdksara (i, p. 30) defined

a srent as a guild of persons earning its livelihood by the same kind of labour, though
belonging to different castes or the same caste, cited by R. Narasimha Rao, Corporate
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The Making of Early Medieval India

What is most difficult to reconstruct is the relationship between the
merchants, artisans and officials, because what brings them together in
the records are religious donations and levies and not any economic
transactions. Two separate pieces of information may, however, have
some bearing on this point. At Siyadoni the authority for levying
contributions from the mandapikd was the local ruler or the paficakula
appointed by him. While the composition of the paficakulas is not
known (only the names of individuals are known), both at Siyadoni
and Gopagiri the actual sthanddhikrta or sthanddhisthita was the vdra
which, as the Gopagiri evidence shows, was constituted by the sresthis
and sdrthavdhas. Secondly, the temples which received donations in
different forms either through official intervention or by arrangements
initiated by their patrons were mostly built by merchants. Of the six
deities at Tattanandapura two were clearly caste deities—Kanakadevi
or Kaficanasridevi of the Sauvarnikamahajanas and Gandhasridevi of
the Gandhikavanikjati. At Siyadoni too the shrines forVisnubhattaraka,
Bhaillasvami, etc., were all constructed by merchants.®

Paradoxical though it may sound, it is the pattern of donations
and more generally the activities centring round these temples that
suggest the commercial ethos of these urban centres. While certain
fields and villages belonging to the township were made over to
the temples at Gopagiri (and here one temple was built by the local
rulers), the contributions from the itinerant merchants at Prthiidaka
were in the form of dharma, certainly a corruption of dramma, the
most common coin-name in early medieval records.®" At Siyadoni
such contributions were in the form of a daily levy of one quarter

Life in Medieval Andhradesa (Secunderabad, 1967), p. 5. Also, Meera Abraham, Tive
Medieval Merchant Guilds of South India (New Delhi, 1988); R. Champakalakshmi,The
Medieval South Indian Guilds: Their Role in Trade and urbanization’, in Chakravarti,
Trade in Early India, pp. 326—43.

¢ Siyadoni Inscription, Nos. 1, 20.

¢! G. Biihler seems wrong in taking it in the sense of a tithe set apart for religious
purposes; for a general survey of dramma in early medieval literature and epigraphs, see
R. C. Agrawala, ‘Dramma in Ancient Indian Epigraphs and Literature’, The Journal of
the Numismatic Society of India, XVII, pp. 64—82; also L. Gopal,‘Coins in the Epigraphic
and Literary Records of Northern India in the Early Medieval Period’, ibid., XXV,
pp. 1-16.



of paticiyakadramma at the mandapikd made over, under the aksayanivi
tenure, to Visnubhagtiraka enshrined by a salt-merchant.% But another
type of arrangement, of which the temple would be a beneficiary,
was the investment of a substantial amount of cash with a group of
manufacturers (for example, record no. 11 at Siyadoni shows that 1350
ddivardhadrammas were deposited with the distillers of liquor who were
to pay every month tungiyadramma on every cask of liquor). This type
of investment, perhaps implied by the expression aparimitamilyena
krtva (i.e. having bought with excessive price), involved other groups
of artisans and manufacturing communities at Siyadoni,® and in all
cases except a few (where it was not necessary to convert kind into
cash) the purpose of such investments was a return in the form of a
regular interest in cash.®

It was the prospect of this form of regular return on invest-
ments which governed the most typical transactions, made on
behalf of the deities, both at Tattinandapura and Siyadoni. Most of
the Tattinandapura documents deal with the purchase, with cash
belonging to Kaificanasridevi, of houses and house sites owned

62 Siyadoni Inscription, No. 2.

% Tbid., Nos. 4, 5, 11, etc.

¢ The transactions were all in cash except where contributions in kind could be
used by temples (for example, oil levied on the tailikas and garlands on the gardeners
at Gopagirl); see also Siyadoni record No. 22. Elsewhere contributions or interests on
deposits realized even from the local manufacturers were in the form of cash, as is
clear from the arrangements made with the distillers of liquor at Siyadoni (Nos. 4, 5,
11, etc.). The Pehoa record mentions one type of coin: dramma, and the Ahar inscrip-
tons two: dramma and vimsopaka. Siyadoni records on the other hand give a much
more comprehensive idea of the types of coins that circulated in the Gurjara-Pratihira
kingdom, not all of them necessarily representing indigenous or dynastic coinage, or
even metallic currency: paficiyakadramma, yuga, vigrahapaladramma, varahakayavimsopaka,
adivarahadramma, kapardaka, vigrahapdliyadramma and dramma. What these names
represented is at least partly known from the Ahar finds of three types of silvet
coins: (i) Indo-Sassanid; (ii) with legend ¢ i vi or vigra (definitely identical with
vigrahapdladramma); and (iii) uncertain, possibly with a Bull device (Archaeological
Survey of India, Annual Report, 1925-6, pp. 56—8). A hoard of ddivardha and vigraha
type of coins was found at Ahicchatra (Ancient India, 1, pp. 39-40), whereas at Kashipur
(Nainital district) early medieval currency is represented by the ‘Bull/Horseman’ type
(Indian Archaeology, 1970-71, A Review, pp. 411F ).
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The Making of Early Medieval India

sometimes for generations by different communities (Citurvaidya
brihmana, Ksatriyinvaya vanik, etc.). The deed of ninety-nine years
(navanavatipatra) through which such transactions were formalized
assured the investor of varying types of sureties.®® In some cases,
where initially the surety was of a limited kind, fresh arrangements
were later made to transfer the entire property and thus the entire
rent to the deity.®® At Siyadoni although no clear references to such
purchase®” are available (unless the expression aparimitamilyena krtva
refers to buying up of some kind of property), houses and shops
were assigned in large numbers to various deities of the town.®®
The purpose of such assignments was obviously to secure a regular
rent, and the patterns at Tattinandapura and Siyadoni were identi-
cal, because in substance the rent accruing from the assigned houses
and shops was the same as the return on the money with which the
houses were purchased.®® As mentioned earlier, all these transactions
revolved round the temple establishments at these two places, but
one may not be entirely wrong in supposing that the trend was not
substantially different in secular commerce.

I11

Prthiidaka, Tattinandapura, Siyadoni and Gopagiri are useful
examples—and more so because of their chronology—of the
continuity of inland trade and of urbanization associated with it in
the early medieval period, but by themselves they can hardly answer
whether or not the early medieval pattern was completely different
from the early historical. For such an answer one may think of two

% For a relevant analysis of the Ahar documents, see R. S. Sharma, ‘Usury in Early
Medieval India (c. ap 400-1200)" in Light on Early Indian Society and Economy (Bombay,
1966), pp. 138-9.

% Ahar Inscription, compare 4 and 8 and 2 and 9.

7 See, however, Siyadoni document No. 17, which refers to the purchase of a
uvataka which was assigned to the deity Sri Umamahesvara.

¢ Siyadoni Inscription, Nos. 6,7, 8, 9, 10, 13, 15, 16, 17, etc.

¢ The term used in the two records is bhdfaka. For the significance of the term, see
C. D. Chatterjee, p. 92. See also Siyadoni Inscription, No. 24.



sets of comparisons between the two periods in the following terms:
(i) a comparison, region-wise, of the number of different categories
of urban centres and of the social composition of population in them;
(il) a comparison of the pattern of trade and of petty commodity
production. No such detailed comparisons, particularly in quantitative
terms, are available,”” and, given the nature of the data, are hardly likely
to be undertaken. But then one can legitimately raise a question: if
early historical economy had reached a certain level of urbanization
and petty commodity production, what were the reasons for the
apparent swing back to the state of ‘natural economy’ in the post-
Gupta period?

One possible explanation suggests itself in the form of the decline
of trade relations with the West,”* indicated archaeologically by the
gradual disappearance of the flow of Roman coins into India after
the first three centuries of the Christian era. It should be noted,
however, that the majority of the hoards of Roman coins relate to
the first century AD and not later.”> Secondly, although the relative
prosperity of the Saka-Kusina-Sitavihana urban phases™ may to
some extent be linked with Roman trade, it has to be remembered
that ‘India had ... lost its principal source of the precious metal (i.e.
gold) just before the beginning of the Christian era’—a phenom-
enon which has been taken to explain convincingly the genesis of
Indian contacts with South-East Asia.”* This may further show that
the spate of gold currency throughout the Gupta period, despite its

™ For a rather incomplete list of the urban centres of north India, see P. Niyogi, pp.
117-22; for several other references where such lists are available, see R. S. Sharma,
Indian Feudalism, p. 245fF; also Appendix II.

7' R..S. Sharma, Social Changes in Early Medieval India, p. 2;idem, ‘Decay of Gangetic
Towns in Gupta and post-Gupta Times’, pp. 101-2.

2 E. H. Warmington, The Commerce between the Roman Empire and India (Cam-
bridge, 1928), pp. 272fF; P. L. Gupta, Roman Coins from Andhra Pradesh (Hyderabad,
1965), pp. 47-53.

™ R..S.Sharma, ‘Decay of Gangetic Towns in Gupta and post-Gupta Times’.

™ G. Coedes, The Indianized States of South East Asia (East-West Center Press,
Hawaii, 1968), p. 20.
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debasement in the later period of the empire,”® cannot be entirely
attributed to trade with the West, because, if the chronology of the
hoards of Roman coins is any indication, relations with that area had
already declined by that period. In the post-Gupta period India was
no doubt not a serious contender in the contemporary international
trade,” but so was the case even during the period of Roman trade.”
However, the continued participation by Indians in this trade and
the presence of non-Indian merchants, particularly the Tijikas and
the Turugkas in different parts of India, are attested by a variety of
sources.”® The Arab conquest of Sind” and the occasional raids in
the western and central parts of India are initial indications of com-
mercial motivations turned political.

Foreign trade, however, is not central to the argument here, as even a
decline in foreign trade may not necessarily imply a decline in internal
trade or petty commodity production. The same applies to urban
centres as well. It emerges from a number of recent discussions that

™ S. K. Maity, Economic Life in Northern India in the Gupta Period (c. AD 300-550),
2nd edn. (Delhi, 1970), Appendix III.

76 This is the impression one gets from L. Gopal, The Economic Life of Northern India,
chsVI andVIIL

77 In northern India, on which the focus of the present paper is, the pattern of
trade seems to have been different from that in the south, and local Indians were one
among the many middlemen in the Indo-Roman trade; see G. L. Adhya, Early Indian
Economics (Studies in the Economic Life of Northern and Western India, ¢. 200 BC-300 AD)
{Asia Publishing House, Bombay, 1966), pp. 46-94.

78 L.Gopal, The Economic Life of Northern India, pp. 113-15. Tiuruskadanda, occurring
commonly in the Gihadavila records of the Ganga basin, has been taken by a number
of writers as a tax on Turkish settlers, see R.. S. Avasthy and A. Ghosh, ‘References to
Muhammadans in Sanskrit Inscriptions in Northern India—ap 730 to 1320’, Journal
of Indian History, XV, p. 171; also L. Gopal, Economic Life, pp. 116~18.1t is well-known
from the Arab geographers’ accounts that the Tajikas or the Arabs were patronized
by Rastrakita rulers, for which corroboration is available in the epigraphic records
of the western Deccan. The Chinchani Charter of Ap 926 mentions that the entire
mandala of Samyina (Sanjan) was made over by Krgna IT to Madhumati (Muhammad)
of the Tajika community who conquered the chiefs of all the harbours of the neigh-
bourhood on behalf of his master and placed his own officials in them, D. C. Sircar,
‘Rashtrakiita Charters from Chinchani’, Epigraphia Indica, XXXII, pp. 45fF.

7 This point has been made by M. Mujeeb, Islamic Influence on Indian Society
(Meerut-Delhi-Kanpur, 1972), pp. v-vi.



the economic basis of the early urban centres of the Ganga basin was
an agricultural surplus generated by new methods as well as expansion
of cultivation® and by the gradual crystallization of a power struc-
ture which ensured the production of surplus.®* A certain amount of
commercialization of this surplus was necessitated by the presence of
specialized labour and of surplus appropriated by social groups which
were not necessarily confined to the monarch, his kin and his officials.
Viewed from such a perspective, it stands to reason that trade (and not
necessarily foreign trade) and a power structure which needs it and
hence may promote it, are essential factors in urban growth. If foreign
trade did not play a crucial role in the birth of early urban centres, a
reduced volume of such trade may hardly be held responsible for their
decay in the post-Kusana or post-Gupta period.

Secondly, and this is more important, the alleged decay of urban
settlements coincides with, and in a number of cases even precedes,
the period when land grants actually start proliferating.®? This may
preclude any possible connection between them, as the full impact of
land grant economy, if any such impact is highlighted to explain the
decay of urban centres,® ought to have taken some more time to assert
itself. This point needs to be stressed, as decline of trade and of urban
centres may not have logically followed from the types of assignments
that were made in early and medieval India. For the present this has to
remain at the level of a theoretical discussion, but it may be pointed
out that some trends to the contrary have already been discovered.
Of southeast Bengal, which initially as a peripheral area offers a good
example of the working of land grant economy, Morrison writes:**

Such an extensive series of occupation sites ... indicates a concentration of pop-

ulation whose food needs would have been met by the surplus production of
the local agriculturists. There may well have been a commodity market with a

% R.S.Sharma, Light on Early Indian Society and Economy, pp. 57-9.

8 A. Ghosh, p. 20.

82 So far as the urban centres along the Himalayan foothills are concerned, Medvedev
points out that the account of Fa-hien tallies with that of Hiuen Tsang.

8 R.S.Sharma, Social Changes in Early Medieval India, pp. 3-6.

8 B. M. Morrison, Political Centers and Cultural Regions in Early Bengal (The Univer-
sity of Arizona Press, 1970), p. 153.
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The Making of Early Medieval India

currency to facilitate exchange® as well as the transfer of extensive lands to tem-
ples and monasteries to secure to them productive land from which their own
food needs might be supplied.

An increase in the number of assignees with their bases at already
existing urban centres perhaps served as an impetus to further urban
growth and trade, as it seems to have done in Mughal India,* while
their presence in rural areas could have created conditions for what
Medvedev calls ‘commodity-money relations’.®” Thus rural market
centres named after kings, like the Devapaladevahatta mentioned in a
Nalanda inscription,® or created by feudatories, like the market centre
founded by Kakkuka in the Jodhpur area of Rajasthan,* could and did
emerge in the context of a land grant economy. A conglomeration
of such hattas could evolve, as shown by Tattanandapura and Siyadoni
evidence, into an urban centre where urban property along with
marketed goods would become objects of commercial transactions.
It may be mentioned that a good amount of Silpasstra material® on
towns and town-planning, despite its being highly stereotyped, relates
to the early medieval period and the ranking of houses prescribed by

% For currency in early medieval southeast Bengal see my paper, ‘Currency in
Early Bengal’, Journal of Indian History, vol. 55, pt. 3 (1977), pp. 411f; for relevant bib-
liographical references to the extensive writings of B. N. Mukherjee on the coinage
of southeast Bengal, see B. N. Mukherjee, Post-Gupta Coinages of Bengal (Calcutta,
1989).

& 1. Habib, ‘Potentialities of Capitalistic Development in the Economy of Mughal
India’, Enquiry, new series, iii, No. 3 (1971), p. 10; also A. I. Chicherov, India: Economic
Development in the 16th—18th Centuries (Moscow, 1971), ch. III. It may be argued, of
course, that conditions in Mughal India were completely different from those of early
medieval times as Mughal India was characterized by ‘the separation of the crafts from
agriculture and the town from the countryside’ (Chicherov, p. 95), but then we are
only thinking in terms of a theoretical possibility here, taking caste as the basis of the
separation between craft and agricultural production.

8 Medvedev.

% Epigraphia Indica, xxv, p. 335

¥ Ibid., ix, pp. 277-80. The inscription refers not only to the establishment of a
hatta but also to the settling of merchants in it, haffo mahdjanasca sthapita(-).

% For example, Samardfiganasitradhara of Bhoja, T. Ganapati Sastri and V. S. Agrawala,
eds (Baroda, 1966), chs 10, 15, 18, 30, etc.; for a list of Silpas’dstm texts, see D. N. Sukla,
Vistusastra, 1, Hindu Science of Architecture (Chandigarh, no date), p. 83. See also B. B.
Dutta, Townplanning in Ancient India (Calcutta, 1925), passim.



early medieval texts for princes and different categories of samantas’
may be accommodated within the framework of what they say about
towns and town-planning.

One has at the same time to contend with the unassailable archaeo-
logical evidence, which shows that many of the important—and not
so important—urban centres decayed in north India in the Gupta
and post-Gupta times. An alternative way of looking at this process of
decay would be to start with a study of the geographical distribution
of the centres, for which, apart from archaeology, the travel account
of Hiuen Tsang, which is regarded as a standard source for the first
half of the seventh century,” may be useful.®® Hiuen Tsang too refers
to a number of decayed urban centres and in the Indus valley one
such typical site was Sikala.”* Such sites were, however, much more
numerous in the Ganga basin proper and the adjoining areas where
a selected list would include Kau$imbi,” Srivasti,®® Kapilavistu,”
Rimagrima,” Kusinagara,” and Vaisali'®, the capital of the Vajjis.'""
The point to be noted in this account is that in many of the regions
where these centres lay it was not only the townships which had gone
into decay, but the ‘peopled villages’ too were ‘few and waste’.!* Hiuen
Tsang seems also to have made a conscious distinction between a city
and a town. With reference to the capital of the Vajjis, he remarked that

‘... the capital is ruined’ and that ‘it may be called a village or town’.'”®

°t R.S. Sharma, Social Changes in Early Medieval India, pp. 6~7.
2 Medvedev gives convincing reasons for treating it as a standard source.
* From the tenth century onward the accounts of Arab geographers and others
contain much useful material, but they have not been used in this paper.
% S. Beal, Si-yu-ki: Buddhist Records of the Western World (Indian reprint, Delhi,
1969), 1, pp. 166—7.
% Ibid., pp. 235-9.
Ibid., 1L, p. 1.
7 Ibid., p. 14.
8 Ibid., p. 26.
* 1bid., pp. 31-2.
Y0 Tbid., p. 66.
1 Thid., p. 78.
192 1bid., p. 32.
1% Tbid., p. 78.
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The Making of Early Medieval India

His statement about Magadha has similar implications: “The walled
cities have but few inhabitants but the towns are thickly populated’.®
It would appear from his descriptions that this distinction would also
apply to the urban centres which he found surviving and some of
them would come under his category of cities. Thus Kanyakubja and
Varanasi may be definitely labelled as cities of his period. Both of them
were ‘thickly populated’ and ‘valuable merchandise was collected’ at
them ‘in great quantities’.’®® Urban characteristics were present also at a
number of sites listed by Hiuen Tsang in the Indo-Gangetic divide, the
Ganga valley and its extension, covering a recognizable stretch along
the Himalayan foothills. At Thaneswar ‘rare and valuable’ merchandise
was brought from elsewhere;'” the chief town of P’0-lo-hih-mo-pu-lo
was densely populated and most of its people were ‘engaged in com-
merce’'? at Kiu-pi-shwang-na too the population was numerous.'®
The survival of old urban centres or the emergence of new ones
in these areas is attested by archaeology as well, although, owing to
the insignificant progress made in historical archaeology so far, our
information is scanty here. The most important representative of the
old urban centres is Ahicchatra in Bareilly district, which reveals an
unbroken sequence in the early medieval context.'® At Purana Qila in
Delhi the Gupta, post-Gupta and Rajput phases show that here also
the sequence was uninterrupted between the Kusina and the Turkish
periods, though the quality of the structures at these phases appears to
have been poor."° Atranjikhera in Etah district has remains of Gupta
and post-Gupta times.'"! At Rajghat near Varanasi, period IV lasted

104 Ibid., p. 82.
% Tbid., I, p. 206; 11, p. 44.
1% Ibid., I, p. 183.
197 Tbid., p. 198.
1% Ibid., p. 199. Excavations at Kashipur (Nainital district), generally identified with
Hiuen Tseng’s Kui-pi-shwang-na, have revealed imposing religious structures of the
early medieval period; see Indian Archaeology—1970—-1, A Review, pp. 411f.

1% A. Ghosh and K. C. Panigrahi, ‘The Pottery of Ahichchhatra, District Bareilly,
U.P, Ancient India, 1, pp. 38-40.

" Indian Archaeology 1969—70 A Review, pp. 4-5.

" Ibid., 1960-1, pp. 32-3.



from Ap 300 to 700 and periodV from ap 700 to 1200.'"? At Chirand
in Saran district, representing the middle Ganga basin, a new occupa-
tional stratum was discovered in 1968—9 and the coins of Gingeyadeva
and other metal objects marked it out to be the early medieval phase
of the site.'™® Among the sites that appear to have emerged in the
post-Gupta period, apart from Ahar, Sankara in Aligarh district may be
mentioned. Structures at this site have been dated from between the
ninth and twelfth centuries.'*

To return to Hiuen Tsang, the deserted and deurbanized areas of
his account, so far as the Ganga basin and the adjoining areas along
the Himalayan foothills are concerned, correspond to a stretch which
was in early times intersected by a number of important trade routes.
They connected Gaya, Pitaliputra, Vaisali, Kusinagara, Nepalese tarai,
Sravasti and Kaugimbi,!" covering precisely an area in which were
located the most important urban centres which had decayed by
Hiuen Tsang’s time. No detailed history of these trade routes is as yet
available, but the impression that they had decayed fairly early may
still be tested by analysing the chronology of the sources in which
some of them are mentioned. Mithila in north Bihar is believed to
have been touched by eight trade routes: (i) Mithila-R3jagrha; (ii)
Mithila-Sravasti; (iii) Mithila-Kapilavastu; (iv) Videha-Puskalivati; (v)
Mithila-Pratisthina; (vi) Mithila-Sindhu; (vii) Mithila-Camp3; and
(viii) Mithila-Tamralipti.’’® From the direction of these routes their
actual number may be reduced to three or four, but even so it is
significant that not a single reference to them is of the early medieval
period, perhaps suggesting that they had become defunct by that time.
This apparently provides us with an explanation as to why the urban
centres in this area decayed, but it does not answer why the trade
routes themselves had dried up.

112 [bid., p. 39. See also ibid., 1957-8, pp. 50-1, where period IV was dated between the
fifth and eighth centuries and periodV between the ninth and fourteenth centuries.

13 Ibid., 1968-9, p. 6.

114 Tbid., 19601, pp. 32-3.

115 D. D. Kosambi, op. cit., p. 132.

us Md. Aquique, Economic History of Mithila (c. 600 Bc—1097 4D) (New Delhi,
1974), pp. 141-4.
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There is another dimension to the problem already briefly touched
upon, and it bears upon the relationship between trade, urban centres
and a stable political structure. The role of the political organism in
the formation of early historical urban centres has often been stressed
to the extent that according to one writer *... if any priority is to be
established, the ruler should get the credit because he happens to sym-
bolize a power structure very necessary for the maintenance of any
economic system represented by the merchants’.!'’ The problem of the
decay of urban centres has also to be viewed in this light. It is common
knowledge that the mahdjanapadas, within the framework of which
emerged the urban centres of the Buddha’s time, were not merely
territorial structures but political structures as well.!"®* With regard to
the urban sites along the Himalayan foothills, Medvedev’s formulation
that ‘with the dissolution of Ksatriya oligarchical state-clan formations
(ganas) the Himalayan area lost its past political significance and came
to occupy the position of an unimportant outlying province of eco-
nomically advanced north Indian states’,'® may be only partly true.?
Butitis significant that even in the Ganga basin and the Indo-Gangetic
divide there is in the post-Gupta period no substantial evidence of
any well-knit kingdoms, apart from the ephemeral empire of the
Vardhanas. Even in this short-lived empire two urban centres, Thane-
swar and Kanauj, stand out in the account of Hiuen Tsang, and in
Harsa’s time they were important political centres as well. Instances
of early medieval rulers establishing new townships abound in lit-
erature and in epigraphs and they cover such widely distant regions

"7 Dilip K. Chakrabarti, Review of The City in Early Historical India by A. Ghosh,
Journal of Ancient Indian History, vi, pts. 1-2 (1972-3), pp. 314-19.

1% See H. C. Raychaudhuri, Political History of Ancient India, 6th edn. (University of
Calcutta, 1953), part i, ch. I1I; also A. Ghosh, p. 13.

1% Medvedev.

12 The oligarchical states disappeared as a result of Magadhan expansion, but
archaeologically the region, including the Nepalese tarai, is well-documented down to
the Kusina period, if not later, Debala Mitra, Excavations at Tilaura-kot and Explorations
in the Nepalese Tarai (The Department of Archaeology, Nepal, 1972), p. 15; also R. S.
Sharma, ‘Decay of Gangetic Towns in Gupta and post-Gupta Times’, p. 97.



as Kashmir,'”! Rajasthan'® and Bengal.'? Tattanandapura, Siyadoni
and Gopagiri, although not founded by any ruler, are all examples of
townships which emerged as important with the rise of the Gurjara-
Pratihdra empire.

This, however, does not guarantee that the rise of a kingdom or
an empire would necessarily bring in trade and urbanism. We have as
yet no substantial evidence of either, for example, in the long-lasting
kingdom of the Eastern Calukyas of Andhra. And despite politi-
cal vicissitudes a number of traditional urban centres survived; such
survivals were the measure not of the stability of a kingdom but of
(i) some important trade routes; and (ii) the location of a traditional
seat of manufacture at the centre. A single but representative example
would beVaranasi, which was not only located on a traditional artery of
trade, the Ganga, but was also an important centre of textile and ivory
products in the early historical period.'* As a centre of textile manu-
facture, its importance continued till early medieval times.”” When
new centres emerged in different regional contexts—and studies on
early medieval India have to think in terms of such possibilities—the
pattern of petty production was not substantially different from that of
earlier times. Of the most important guilds of early historical times'*
at least seven existed at Tattinandapura, Siyadoni and Gopagiri, those
of the goldsmiths, stone-masons, braziers, oil-pressers, garland-makers,
potters and caravan traders.'?

121 See Rdjatararigini, iv. 10; v. 156, etc.

122 Epigraphia Indica, xviii, pp. 87-99.
122 See Ramacarita of Sandhyikaranandi, v. 32.
124 See B. Srivastava, Trade and Commerce in Ancient India ( From the Earliest Times to ¢.
4D 300), Appendix A, pp. 278-9.

135 L. Gopal, ‘The Textile Industry in Early Medieval India’, Journal of the Asiatic
Society of Bombay, 1964-5, p. 103.

125 See R. C. Majumdar, Corporate Life in Ancient India, 3rd edn. (Calcutta, 1969),
ch. 1, pp. 15-17.

127 For a list of 18 guilds mentioned in Jambudvipaprajiiapti, see A. K. Majumdar,
Chaulukyas of Gujarat (Bombay, 1956), pp. 263—4; also L. Gopal, The Economic Life of

Northern India, ch. IV.
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CHAPTER ;

Urban Centres in Early Medieval India

An Overview*

RBANIZATION IN EARLY MEDIEVAL INDIA is as yet a little under-
stood phenomenon. Compared to the quantum of writing
on urbanization in other phases of early India the research
available on this phase is decidedly inadequate.! This inadequacy is
apparent at two levels. First, in the absence of any substantial empirical
work, the intensity or otherwise of urbanization and the distribution
of urban centres in the period can only be impressionistically gauged.
Second, general works on the period which touch on the problem of

* Reprinted from S. Bhattacharyya and Romila Thapar, eds, Situating Indian History
(New Delhi, 1986).

' General works on early medieval India hardly touch upon the problem of
urbanization; even a work which purports to trace the history of urban development
in India in a broad sweep rests content with Al Beruni’s evidence so far as the early
medieval period is concerned. See B. Bhattacharya, Urban Development in India (Since
Prehistoric Times) (Delhi, 1979), ch. II. The position is no better in standard works on
economic history in which a synthesis of voluminous empirical material has been
attempted. See Tapan Raychaudhuri and Irfan Habib (eds), The Cambridge Economic
History of India, c. 1200~c. 1750 (Cambridge University Press, 1982). The section on
‘Economic Conditions before 1200’ (pp. 45—7) presents a rather dismal picture of the
decline the economy suffered in the post-Gupta period. In the context of south India,
however, Burton Stein recognizes the development of urban places, but generally
from the thirteenth century. Ibid., pp. 36-42.



urbanization lack an appropriate analytical framework. The existence
of urban centres is taken for granted in such works and no reference
is usually made to the historical context in which they may have
emerged. Such studies are therefore in the nature of compilations of
urban place names from epigraphs and literature,” or they state what,
according to prescriptive Silpasdstra texts, the various forms of urban
settlements were in terms of their plan or layout. Whereas such com-
pilations do not lay down specific criteria by which a settlement area
may be defined as urban, the prescriptive texts, in the absence of any
attempted correlation with other types of evidence and in view of

2 Only a few examples need to be cited. P. Niyogi’s Contributions to the Economic
History of Northern India (_from the tenth to the twelfth century AD) (Calcutta, 1962), has
a chapter (ch.V) on “Towns and Town-planning’. The chapter compiles, from indig-
enous and non-indigenous sources, a list of place names which are regarded as urban
centres of the period with which the work deals. The information on town planning
is based on some literary evidence which cannot be further tested; material which is
datable to a much earlier period is also used. K. C. Jain's Ancient Cities and Towns of Raj-
asthan (A Study of Culture and Civilization) (Delhi-Varanasi-Patna, 1972) has a rather
confused chapter on ‘Principles of Selection’ (ch.V) and takes the ‘criteria on the basis
of which the selection of cities and towns has been made’ as self-evident. This work is
really in the nature of a compilation of brief sketches of settlements in Rajasthan and
does not distinguish between the early historical and the early medieval period. P K.
Bhattacharya’s compilation of a list of rural and urban centres in Madhya Pradesh in
Historical Geography of Madhya Pradesh from Early Records (Delhi-Varanasi-Patna, 1977),
pp. 198-225, is similarly of little use for distinguishing between rural and urban and
between early historical and early medieval. In fact all the works cited above take the
existence of urban centres so much for granted that they do not regard the problem
of urbanization as a theme requiring serious analysis.

3 See B. B. Dutt, Town Planning in Ancient India (Calcutta, 1925; reprinted, Delhi,
1977). Dutt’s work is based largely on such texts as Vistu-vidyd, Manasira, Mayamatam,
Manusilaya-Candrikd, Visvakarmaprakasa and so on. Apart from the fact that the dates of
most texts cannot be ascertained with certainty, the material contained in such works is
of doubtful relevance for the study of urbanization. This is not to imply that literary texts
have no historical value; much of our understanding of early historical urban centres is
in fact derived from literary evidence. I merely suggest that the use of literary material
requires a different kind of critical apparatus, which is generally absent in works which
depend on it. That literary evidence can have exciting and suggestive details is revealed
by the text Kumarapalacarita, which describes the urban centre of Anahilapura in Gujarat;
the text has been cited by P. Niyogi, p. 125, and B. N. S. Yadava, Society and Culture in
Northern India in the Tivelfth Century (Allahabad, 1973), p. 241.
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their uncertain chronology, are, in the final analysis, hardly of any use
in understanding the nature and process of urbanization in the eatly
medieval period.

Although some beginnings have now been made in understanding
urban processes in various regional contexts,* in the absence of an
overall perspective there is a tendency to isolate factors and elements
relevant to a local situation rather than view local developments as
expressions of a broader general process. Notwithstanding the possibil-
ity that urban centres represented varied typologies or that they were
generated by different ‘immediate’ factors, there is a need to transcend
locality-centred perspectives and view urbanization as correspond-
ing to a process, which alone can satisfactorily explain its emergence
and structure. Even the range of issues involved in the study of early

* Regional studies in the form of monographs on urbanization in early medieval
India are rather rare. Q. P. Prasad’s Ph.D. dissertation, “Towns in Karnataka’, submitted
at Patna University, has only recently been published under the title Decay and Revival
of Urban Centres in Medieval South India (c. AD 600—~1200) (Patna-Delhi, 1989). A few
articles by him on this theme are also available: (i) ‘A Study of Towns in Karnataka on
the Basis of Epigraphic Sources: ¢. Ap 600~1200°, Indian History Congress, Proceedings of
the 38th Session (1977), pp. 151-60; (ii) “Two Ancient Port Towns of Karnataka—Goa
and Mangalore’, ibid., 39th Session (1978), pp. 55-61. Also relevant is T. Venkateswara
Rao’s Ph.D. dissertation, ‘Local Bodies in Pre-Vijayanagara Andhra’, submitted at
Karnataka University in 1975; it contains much material on urban centres in the
Andhra region.

The picture of early medieval urbanism is thus only slowly emerging and is
still mostly to be got from articles. For urban centres in the areas under Gurjara-
Pratihira rule, see B. D. Chattopadhyaya, “Trade and Urban Centres in Early Medieval
North India’ in this collection. For the growth of urban centres in the Cola area
of Tamilnadu, see R. Champakalakshmi, ‘Growth of Urban Centres in South India:
Kudamiikku-Palaiyirai, the Twin-city of the Colas’, Studies in History, vol. I, no. 1
(1979), pp. 1-29; also idem., ‘Urban Process in Early Medieval Tamilnadu’, Occasional
Papers Series, No. 3, Urban History Association of India (1982). See also, K.R. Hall,
‘Peasant State and Society in Chola Times: AView from the Tiruvidaimarudur Urban
Complex’, The Indian Economic and Social History Review, vol. 18, Nos. 3—4 (1981),
pp- 393-410. See also R.. Champakalakshmi, ‘Urbanization in Medieval Tamilnadu’, in
S. Bhattacharyya and Romila Thapar, eds, Situating Indian History, pp. 34-105; idem.,
‘Urbanisation in South India: The Role of Ideology and Polity’, Presidential Address,
Ancient India Section, Indian History Congress, 47 session, 1986 (Srinagar). Idem,
Trade, Ideology and Urbanization: South India, 300 BC to AD 1300 (New Delhi, 1996).



medieval urbanization remains to be properly defined and empirically
worked out, and I shall only underline some of the issues and present
a viewpoint. In so doing, it may be found necessary to introduce some
empirical material in various regional contexts, but the main purpose
of this would be not to highlight regional trends but to identify factors
which cut across what may have been taking place at a purely regional
level. If urbanization was a phenomenon which was geographically
widely distributed in the early medieval period, then one is entitled
to speculate as to what the commonality of elements was between the
urban centres of the period. This will be a valid exercise.

In defining the issues, the first point to be made is that urbaniza-
tion in the early medieval period is here taken as the beginning of
the third phase of the phenomenon in India. Two distinct phases
of urbanization in early India have already been demarcated. The
first and perhaps the more readily recognized phase is represented
by the planned cities of the Harappan culture, and in several ways
this phase stands apart from the historical context which gave rise
to India’s second urbanization. Covering a long time span between
about the middle of the third and the middle of the second millen-
nium BC, the Harappan cities were mainly distributed over the Indus
drainage system, extending to what Spate calls ‘One of the major
structure-lines of Indian history’, namely ‘the Delhi-Aravalli axis and
the Cambay node’.® The Indus civilization sites did spill over into
other geographical regions and did interact with other cultures, but
beyond the ‘structure line’ there was no gradual territorial extension
of the Indus urban sites. In other words, the major part of the Indian
subcontinent remained unaffected by Indus urbanism. Secondly, the
Indus cities, with their accent on formal but variable layouts,® reflect
a kind of spatial and social organization which would be unfamiliar

> O.H.K. Spate and A. T.A. Learmonth, India and Pakistan: A General and Regional
Geography (Methuen & Co., 3rd edition, 1967), pp. 175-9.

¢ The literature on Harappan urbanism is extensive and to form satisfactory impres-
sions of Harappan urban centres the best guides are the excavation reports. For a
useful though by now dated bibliography, see B. M. Pande and K. S. Ramachandran,
Bibliography of the Harappan Culture (Florida, 1971). For recent perspectives and bib-
liographical references, see G. L. Possehl, ed., Harappan Civilisation: A Contemporary
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The Making of Early Medieval India

on such a scale in any other phase of Indian history. The Indus valley
urbanism thus did not continue as a legacy beyond the middle of the
second millennium Bc.”

The second phase of urbanization, the beginnings of which have
been dated around the sixth century Bc, coincided with a gradual
maturation of the iron age. As a causative factor of the second phase
of urbanization iron has been a subject of some debate.® The second
phase of urbanization reveals stages of internal growth and of horizontal
expansion. The distribution of two new and crucial cultural elements,
namely a multifunctional syllabic script and coinage, which are associ-
ated with this phase, serves as an effective indicator of the geographical
spread of urbanism.® The factor adding substantially to the internal
growth process was an enormous expansion of trade networks in the
period when India’s early contact with Central Asia and the Hellenistic
world reached its peak,'® and despite physical variations between the

Perspective (New Delhi, 1982); J. M. Kenyor, Ancient cities of the trades valley civilization,
Karachi, 1998.

7 Despite oft-repeated suggestions to the effect that Harappan cultural traditions
continue into later Indian history, this point has been made with considerable emphasis
in A. Ghosh, The City in Early Historical India (Simla, 1973) and S. Ratnagar, Encounters:
The Westerly Trade of the Harappa Civilization (New Delhi, 1981), p. xiii.

® See for example R. S. Sharma, ‘Material Background of the Origin of Buddhism’,
in' M. Sen and M. B. Rao, eds, Das Kapital Centenary Volume—A Symposium
(Delhi-Ahmedabad-Bombay, 1968), p. 61; A. Ghosh, ch. IV; R. S. Sharma, ‘Iron and
Urbanization in the Ganga Basin’, The Indian Historical Review, vol. I, No. 1 (1974),
pp- 98-103; Dilip K. Chakrabarti, ‘Beginning of Iron and Social Change in India’,
Indian Studies: Past and Present, vol. 14, no. 4, pp. 329-38. For a recent recapitulation of
the debate see B. P. Sahu, ed. Iron and Social Change in Early India, New Delhi, 2006.

* Although the Brihmi and Kharosthi scripts emerged together, for the major part
of India it was Brihmi which was in use.

' For a general survey of the trade networks of this period, the following works
may be consulted: G. L. Adhya, Early Indian Economics (Bombay, 1966); E. H. Warm-
ington, The Commerce Between the Roman Empire and India (Cambridge, 1928); R. E.
M. Wheeler, Rome Beyond the Imperial Frontiers (London, 1954); P. H. L. Eggermont,
‘The Murundas and the ancient trade route from Taxila to Ujjain’, Journal of the
Economic and Social History of the Orient, vol. 9 (1966), pp. 257-96. For bibliography of
recent works see Vimala Begley and R. de Puma, eds, Rome and India: The Ancient Sea
Trade (New Delhi, 1992); Marie-Frangoise Boussac, Jean-Francois Salles, Athens, Eden,
Arikamedu (New Delhi, 1995).



urban centres, between Ujjayini'! and Nagarjunakonda® for example,
this network is evident in the unprecedented mobility of men and
goods in the period. It is probably not coincidental that a shrinkage
in this network coincides with the decline of urban centres from the
post-Kusina period through the Gupta period.”” The decline was
geographically widely distributed, and since this observation is based
on a study of archaeological sequences at a number of early histori-
cal sites, both of northern and southern India, the chronology of the
decline of this urban phase is not a matter of speculation.' Thus if the
phenomenon of urbanism is noticeable again from the early medieval
period, one may not be off the mark in calling it the third phase of
urbanization in India.”® At the same time to characterize this as a distinct

' No detailed report of Ujjayini excavations is available yet. Brief notices were
published in Indian Archaeologp—A Review (1956-7), pp. 20-8; and ibid. (1957-8),
pp. 32-6.

2 See H. Sarkar and B. N. Misra, Naganjunakonda (New Delhi, Archaeological
Survey of India, 1980).

B R.S. Sharma, in an attempt to add to the empirical base of his hypothesis that
decline of trade and urbanism is associated with Indian feudalism (see his Indian
Feudalism, University of Calcutta, 1965, pp. 65fF), provided the first archaeological
documentation of this decline. ‘Decay of Gangetic towns in Gupta and post-Gupta
times’, Proceedings of the Indian History Congress, 33rd session (Muzaffarpur, 1972),
pp. 92-104; idem., Urban Decay in India (¢c. 300—. 1000) (New Delhi, 1987).

4 That the decline of the early historical urban phase was a widespread geographical
phenomenon is becoming increasingly evident with the progress of empirical research.
See V. K. Thakur, Urbanisation in Ancient India (New Delhi, 1981), ch. 7: ‘Decline of
Urban Centres’; R. Champakalakshmi, ‘Urban Processes in Early Medieval Tamil-
nadu’ R. N. Nandi, ‘Client, Ritual and Conflict in Early Brahmanical Order’, The
Indian Historical Review, vol. 6, nos. 1-2 (1979), pp. 74ff.

5 The use of the term ‘third urbanization’ seems to have become necessary in
view of the current historiography which points to a break in the early historical
urbanization sequence but does not at the same time properly recognize early
medieval urbanism as a phenomenon to be placed outside the context of the early
historical urban phase. For example, V. K. Thakur, who has a lengthy chapter on
the decline of early urban centres, starts with a categorical statement: ‘Urbanisation
in ancient India had two distinct phases’ (p. 1). Where does one then place urban
centres of the tenth or eleventh centuries? ‘Third urbanization” may imply a partial
rejection of my earlier views (in ‘Trade and Urban Centres in Early Medieval
North India"), but the point made in that essay was not so much to undetline
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The Making of Early Medieval India

phase in early Indian urban history leaves one with two vital questions:
(i) what contributed to the fresh emergence of urbanization after a
recognizable, although perhaps not total, lapse? and (i1) in what way did
early medieval urbanism differ from early historical urbanism? Once
it is categorically asserted that early medieval urbanism represented a
distinct phase, there is no way in which one can avoid confronting
these two questions. These questions are particularly relevant because
the comparison intended in this essay is between the early historical
and the early medieval; the proto-historic Indus valley does not come
within its purview,

The hazards of defining an urban centre are more acute in the
early medieval context than in the context of the early historical
phase. The problem derives largely from the nature of the source
material. While there is a happy convergence of archaeological and
literary material (and to these was added epigraphical material at a
later stage) for the study of early historical urbanism, the only kind
of material on which the historian has to depend for information on
early medieval urban centres is epigraphic. Indeed the almost total
absence of archaeological material on early medieval urban centres
is perhaps the chief reason why our understanding of the chronol-
ogy and character of early medieval urbanism remains imperfect,
and will continue to remain so unless, at some time or the other,
early medieval archaeology draws the attention of the practising
archaeologists of the country. If Taxila or Kausimbi, to name only
two among many, offer a visual idea of early historical urban centres,

the continuity of early historical urbanism into the early medieval period as to
structurally examine ‘urban centres’, so often projected as a crucial variable in the
idea of ‘Indian feudalism’. Cf. R. S. Sharma, Indian Feudalism. By talking about
distinct phases of urbanization in early India, one may be drawn somewhat towards
the two models of urbanization developed by R. M. Adams: the ‘Rump’ process
and the ‘Step’ process. See The Evolution of Urban Society (Early Mesopotamia and
pre-Hispanic Mexico) (Chicago, 1966), p. 170.The formulation of ‘third urbanization’
seems to establish a close parallel between the ‘Step’ process and the early Indian
experience. Adams’s model, however, does not provide for an examination of the
historical contexts, which alone explain the emergence and collapse of distinct
urban stages: the parallel therefore can at best be external.



or Hampi'® and Champaner of that of the medieval period, there
is not a single urban centre of the tenth or the eleventh century of
which we can form a similar idea.’® Further, early historical urban
centres are known both from literature and archaeology; what was
known for long from literary references came to be confirmed,
though in a necessarily modified form, when literary references
were geographically located and excavations exposed various stages
of the history of the sites. Literary reference alone cannot provide
the definition of an urban centre; archaeologists and historians
can more meaningfully start talking about differentiation between
an urban and a non-urban centre when the actual dimensions of
a settlement are revealed by archaeology.' Since early medieval
archaeology 1is still an elusive proposition, historians of early
medieval settlements depend entirely on epigraphic data to stipulate
the recognizable characteristics of urban centres. The uncertainty
of historians in regard to this problem can be illustrated. Writing in
general terms on urbanization in Karnataka between ap 973 and
1336, G. R Kuppuswarmy states:

It is futile to attempt a clear cut classification of medieval economy of Karnataka
into different sectors, namely urban and rural. For in actual practice there were
many things common to village and town life—industries, banking, fairs, corpora-
tions or guilds and religious beliefs. The distinction was only one of degree and

' For Hampi, see A. H. Longhurst, Hampi Ruins Described and Hllustrated (Madras,
1917); D. Devakunjari, Hampi (INew Delhi, Archaeological Survey of India, 1970);
S. Settar, Hampi (Bangalore, 1990).

7 R. N. Mehta, Medieval Archaeology (Delhi, 1979), ch. 18, “Town-planning at
Champaner’. pp. 1401, fig. 5.

® The early medieval phase is represented at a number of archaeological sites
which have sequences dating to eatlier periods, but owing to the absence of a
horizontal clearing of this phase it is impossible to form any idea of settlement
structure. The archaeological potential of early medieval urban centres is revealed
by such sites as Ahar, Archaeological Survey of India, Annual Report, 1925-1926,
pp. 56-8.

19 An attempt was made by R.. S. Sharma to lay down certain criteria in the context
of the early historical sites in ‘Decay of Gangetic Towns’ also, Urban Decay. See also
B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘Urban Centres in Early Bengal: Archaeological Perspectives’,
reprinted in Studying Early India: Archaeology, Texts and Historical Issues (Delhi, 2003),
pp. 66-102.
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The Making of Early Medieval India

not of kind. The villages exhibited more the features of a rural or agricultural
economy while the towns or cities betrayed more of an urban or industrial and
commercial economy.®

Viewed from this angle it is futile to attempt any distinction at all,
since the ‘distinction of degree’ is impossible to measure; nevertheless
the quotation does underscore the basic difficulty of isolating and
defining a settlement as urban without being arbitrary.

The two major preliminary problems in the study of early medieval
urban centres are thus of locating them among rather voluminous
epigraphic references to place names of the period, and of explain-
ing their growth. Both call for sifting the epigraphic material with
caution.

11

If archaeology is more or less silent on the dimensions of early
medieval settlements, how should one determine their nature? The
initial method is to depend on contemporary perceptions regard-
ing the differential characters and typologies of the settlements.
These perceptions are conveyed by the use of terminologies which
(as in the early historical period) relate to what must have been
distinguishable categories, although the distinctions could not
have been immutable. In fact we have evidence of attempts to
transfer, under certain situations, settlements of one category into
another.”! The range of both early historical and early medieval
settlement terminology, if we are to use literary references as well,
is extensive. The major categories for the early historical period are
those of gramas, nigama, pura, nagara and mahdnagara,? and although
nigama seems to have been in infrequent use in the later period,
there was really no break in the use of the terms grama and pura

% Economic Conditions in Karnataka, AD 973—4D 1336 (Dharwar, 1975), p. 95.
# For examples of this in early medieval Karnataka, see G. S. Dikshit, Local Self-
government in Medieval Karnataka (Dharwar, 1964), pp. 140-2.

% For discussions on units and terminologies of settlements, see N. Wagle, Society at
the Titme of the Buddha (Bombay, 1966), ch. 2; A. Ghosh, ch. 3.



or nagara. This indicates that the idea of two essentially different
categories of settlements, representing two opposite points on a
continuum pole, continued to survive, whatever the stages in the
history of urbanism.?

Yet this polarity at the conceptual level is not enough, since pura
or nagara seem at the same level to have represented some form of
ranking as well, and the use of the pura or nagara suffix could easily
have been a way of underlining the assumed or induced status of a
particular settlement space. Admittedly then, among the multitude
of settlement names mentioned and very infrequently described in
any detail in epigraphs, it is hazardous, without applying further tests,
to try and locate urban centres and comprehend their structure.

Clues to further tests are, fortunately, provided by the epigraphs
themselves. In the majority of cases, villages appear in the epigraphs in
the context of grants of land.? The reference may be to an individual
village or to villages distributed around the village in which the grant
was made. The object of the grant and the details associated with it
almost invariably occur in the context of space which the records
themselves specify as rural. So when one comes across cases where the
object of grant and its associated details are sharply different, one can
legitimately assume that the nature of the spatial context in which the
grant was made was necessarily different. The objects of grant in this
different spatial context consist of levies on industrial items locally
manufactured or brought from outside, on items brought for purposes
of sale or exchange, on shops and residential quarters, and so on. Land
is not entirely absent as an object of grant in such spatial contexts, but
only rarely does one find it even as a subsidiary item.

3 For a brief discussion of urban terminology, see B. D. Chattopadhyaya; also R. N.
Nandi. Nandi cites O. P. Prasad’s dissertation to show that such terms as pura, durga,
rdjadhani and skandhdvara, which occur in the epigraphs of the sixth-tenth centuries,
are replaced by pattana, nagara, mahapattana, mahanagara in the eleventh-thirteenth
centuries.

2 For the general features of such documents, see D. C. Sircar, Indian Epigraphy
(Delhi, 1965), ch. V. Epigraphs also refer to the creation of rural habitats in areas
previously not settled, and the distribution of land by specifying shares in such areas
would indicate the stress put on bringing the land under cultivation.
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The Making of Early Medieval India

The two types of grants thus relate to how spaces are differently
occupied and used, and with this primary distinction in epigraphic
references to early medieval settlements one can tentatively perceive
the difference between rural and non-rural spaces. Thus, irrespective
of whether rural space incorporated such activities as industry or
commerce, land as the major item of grant would be the determinant
of its nature as a human settlement; if the major object of grant,
by contrast, relates to industrial and/or commercial items, then the
spatial context within which such grants are made can justifiably
be characterized as non-rural. It is perhaps necessary to add that a
study of the different natures of the grants is essential since, despite
its volume, the epigraphic material almost invariably records various
types of grants.

There is one more general feature of the epigraphic evidence
bearing on this distinction. Land, cultivated or uncultivated—and
occasionally residential—being the major object of grant in rural
space, there is hardly any need in epigraphs to furnish details of
the rural settlement structure. The reference is specifically to land
donated in relation to surrounding plots and villages. Although a
typical village settlement is known to have consisted of three com-
ponents, the vdstu (residential land), ksetra (cultivable) and gocara
(pasture),® the relationship between the three is generally absent in
epigraphic material, except perhaps in south Indian records.? It can
therefore be assumed that one is moving away from a purely rural
landscape when one comes across references (although provided in
fragments in the same category of material) to centres of exchange,

® For discussions on various components of rural settlements, see A. K. Chaudhary,
Early Medieval Village in North-Eastern India (4D 600—1200) (Calcutta, 1971), ch. 3;also,
B. D. Chattopadhyaya, Aspects of Rural Settlements and Rural Society in Early Medieval
India (Calcutta, 1990).

* For an introduction to the material bearing on rural settlements in early medieval
Tamilnadu, see the interesting paper by N. Karashima, ‘The Village Communities in
Chola times: Myth or Reality’, Journal of the Epigraphical Society of India, vol. 8 (1971),
pp- 85-96, now included in his South Indian History and Society: Studies from Inscriptions
AD 850-1800 (Delhi, 1984), pp. 40-5.



residential structures and their occupants, manufacturing quarters,
functionally different streets, and so on.?”

This should not suggest, however, that a rural settlement was essen-
tially devoid of such features. It appears that urban centres can be
identified from among a multitude of references in epigraphic records
only by isolating what is stereotypical of the rural. This has nothing to
do with the mention of a place as a grdma or a nagara; it is the relevance
of how much is described in the context of what is being recorded
that will finally count in assessing the character of each settlement.
The method proposed here is admittedly inadequate and will appear
more so whenever an attempt is made at detailed empirical study, and
while preparing a distribution map of the urban centres of the period.
For the present, however, the epigraphs do not appear to offer many
more options.

II1

Having suggested that urban centres of the early medieval period
may be so considered because they are presented in epigraphic
sources of the period as spatial units distinguishable from more
readily recognizable rural ones, one is led to ask if this difference
can be stretched, on the strength of the ideally exclusive catego-
ries of grama and nagara, to the point of polarity. This question is
to a large measure related to the problem of the genesis of urban
spaces because acceptance of the idea of polarity—in spatial as well
as social terms—would correspond to viewing urban settlements
as growths from above. This, while not placing urban settlements
totally outside the context of rural settlements, would nevertheless
tend to suggest that the sphere of interaction between the two was
largely induced.

As growths from above urban centres could be expected to exhibit
characteristics of planned settlements, marked to a considerable

7 See B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘Trade and Urban Centres in Early Medieval North
India’ in this collection.
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degree by an absence of the components of rural settlements. There
are numerous references in early medieval records to the creation

- of townships by rulers and officials,”® but not a single record seems

to reveal how such settlements were planned. In fact an analysis of
such references merely suggests an extension, through official initia-
tive, of an already emergent process; the creation of townships in
such cases consisted of laying the foundation of a core exchange
centre? or a ceremonial centre or a combination of both in areas
where there was need for them: such initiatives would hardly be
equivalent to the urban process as a whole. Secondly, the very fact
that urban centres of various dimensions become readily recogniz-
able in records from a particular point of time immediately relates
to the problem of social change, of which urbanization is only an
aspect. Considering the nature of the social formation of the early
medieval period, urban centres were likely to represent ‘an exten-
sion of that of the countryside’.>® However, if this perspective is
adopted, it cannot then be added in the same breath that they have
to be viewed ‘as works of artifice ... erected above the economic
construction proper’.’! Indeed they could not be so, since it was the

% Ibid. Also, T. Venkateswara Rao, pp. 124ff.

# This is conveyed by an interesting passage in a Ghatiyala inscription of ap 861
from the Jodhpur area, which records the establishment of hattas and mahdjanas by a
Pratihara king: Epigraphia Indica, vol. 9. p. 280. References to fairs or periodical markets
are quite common in early medieval records, and while fairs cannot be considered
necessarily equivalent to urban nuclei they do nevertheless suggest movement and
concentrations, which are associated with the urban process. One may here recall the
interesting observation of Fernand Braudel: ‘town or market or fair, the result was
the same—movements towards concentration, then dispersion, without which no
economic life of any energy could have been created ..." The Structures of Everyday
Life (London, 1981), p. 503.

% John Merrington, “Town and Country in the Transition to Capitalism’, in The
Transition from Feudalism to Capitalism, introduced by Rodney Hilton (London, 1982),
p. 178.

' Karl Marx, Griindrisse (Penguin edition, Harmondsworth, 1973), p. 479. Marx
applies this statement to ‘really large cities’, which he would consider ‘merely as royal
camps’. Apart from the fact that the two constituents of the sentence sound somewhat
contradictory—mere royal camps, being in the nature of really large cities—Marx’s
characterization of ‘Asiatic’ cities leaves, by merely suggesting ‘the indifferent unity of



nature of the economy which largely determined the spatial and
social shape that the urban centres took.

To the issue of genesis must be added another dimension on
which I have already focused, namely that the spurt of a new phase
of urbanism became noticeable several centuries after the earlier
phase had become moribund. There is no reason to suppose that
the spurt in early medieval urbanism became possible only with a
noticeablerevivalinIndia’sexternaltrade network,*? orwiththearrival
of new cultural elements with the establishment of the Sultanate;*
to stress this is to miss an important element in the significant
changes taking place in the earlier period to which the establish-
ment of the Sultanate added substantially. The existence of fully
developed urban centres in some parts of the country can be traced
to the close of the ninth century, if not earlier.** References to them
increase numerically, suggesting the crystallization of a process, and

town and countryside’ the issue of the emergence of towns as non-rural settlements
unaccounted for. After all, ‘ruralization of the city as in antiquity’, to use his expres-
sion, is a general proposition and does not decrease the burden of finding out what is
distinct between town and country. In fact Marx’s formulation regarding the Asiatic
city, if one goes by the statement in the Grindrisse, is a component of his Asiatic Mode
of Production formulation. Parallel to its dichotomy between the Absolute Despot
and society is the dichotomy between the large city and the countryside.

2 See L. Gopal, The Economic Life in Northern India, c. Ap 7001200 (Delhi, 1965):
A. Appadorai, Economic Conditions in Southern India (4D 1000-1500), vol. I (Madras,
1936), ch. 5.

3 Irfan Habib’s suggestion that there was ‘considerable expansion of the urban
economy’ during the Sultanate, may appear convincing (see his ‘Economic History
of the Delhi Sultanate—an Essay in Interpretation’, The Indian Historical Review,
vol. 4, no. 2, 1978, pp. 287-303), but the degree and nature of this expansion will
have to be assessed in relation to the kind of change that surely was taking place in
the pre-Sultanate period. The epigraphic data of the tenth to thirteenth centuries
relating to the number and distribution of urban centres, whatever the inadequacies
of the estimates available at present, make one hesitant about accepting Habib’s
tentative statement: ‘It is possible that there was a modest revival of commerce
and towns before the Ghorian conquests ...” ‘The Peasant in the Indian History’,
Presidential Address, The Indian History Congress, 43rd session (Kurukshetra, 1982),
p.34,fn. 4.

3 B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘Trade and Urban Centres in Early Medieval North
India’.
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unlike the early historical urban phase there is no suggestion as yet
that this phase too reached a stage of decay. The early medieval thus
seems to have advanced into the medieval, although this is a surmise
which can only be validated by substantial empirical work.

A work which deals with corporate activities in the Andhra
region from between ap 1000 and 1336 and dwells at some length
on urban organizations® lists several factors which resulted in urban

" growth in the region: (i) the holding of fairs; (ii) the emergence of

religious centres; (iii) commercial activities centred around ports;
(iv) the bestowal of urban status on rural settlements; (v) initia-
tives taken by kings and ministers in the creation of urban centres,
and so on. A basically similar approach to causality is present in a
substantive recent study on the urbanization process in south India
in which the growth of Kudamikku-Palaiyarai, twin cities of the
Colas in the Kaveri valley, is analysed.*® The factors which seem to
be highlighted in the context of the growth of this complex are:
(i) the geographical location, making it ‘a point of convergence of
all major routes which passed through the core region of the Cola
kingdom’; (ii) trade, which, however, to begin with, was ‘inciden-
tal in the process of urbanization’; (iif) importance as a centre of
political and administrative activities; and (iv) religious importance,
indicated by the presence of a large number of temple shrines. In
fact the study speaks of ‘four major criteria’ which ‘emerge as deter-
minant factors in urban development, leading to the evolution of
four main categories of urban centres’, although it is underlined
‘that in most cases, while trade was a secondary factor, religious
activity was a dominant and persistent, though not necessarily the

sole, factor’.¥’

¥ T. Venkateswara Rao, pp. 124-5.

% R. Champakalakshmi, ‘Growth of Urban Centres in South India ..."

 Ibid., p. 26. The facts that temple shrines were the most dominant monuments
of the urban landscape and that the available records mostly relate to them have
considerably coloured the perspective regarding the growth of urban centres. This
is evident, for example, from the juxtaposition of the statements which K. R. Hall
makes regarding the urban complex of Tiruvidaimarudur. In trying to controvert
Burton Stein’s argument that the religious importance of such a centre comes first,




One could add a few more to the list of the multiplicity of factors
behind each historical phenomenon; but while the factor complex
approach may be of some use in understanding the separate personali-
ties of contemporary settlement centres, the simultaneity with which
factors became operative ultimately calls for a look at the process of
which the factors were many facets. It is necessary to see what sepa-
rates one phase from another and explain how one phase gradually
changes over to another.

In a study of early medieval urban centres no detailed reconstruc-
tion is possible of the stages of their growth since archaeology alone
can unravel these stages. Epigraphy, when it happens to refer to an
urban centre, presents us with a fait accompli, and it is rare to find
epigraphic material on an urban centre covering a long chronological
span. How then is the process to be reconstructed?

The epigraphic references to urban centres—keeping in mind
the criteria laid down above—present, among a variety of other
details, two crucial items of information. The first relates to their
linkage with the space outside. The second bears on the nucleus or
nuclei within an urban area through which interaction, as a regular
urban activity, takes place. These two features are present more or
less uniformly in relevant epigraphs from different regions, and a
digression will be in order to introduce some empirical material on

Hall states, “Tiruvidaimarudur, strategically located at an important intersection of
the Kaveri communication network, had natural advantages which encouraged its
development as a centre of exchange’; and further, ‘Tiruvidaimarudur’s nagaram
fulfilled the area’s commercial needs, specialising as the centre of a community of
exchange ... [It] was the locus for local economic interaction with higher order
networks of exchange’. And vyet the temple remains the final contributory factor:
‘Tiruvidaimarudur provides an example of an urban centre which as a major
religious hub was a participant in the pilgrimage networks of that era, but also,
and possibly as a consequence of this influx of religious pilgrims, developed as a
supra-local centre of consumption as well, requiring goods supplied not only by
area residents bur also goods acquired from distant places: e.g. condiments used in
temple rituals as well as provisions for the consumption of visitors to the temple
compound’, K. R.. Hall, ‘Peasant State and Society in Chola times: A View From
the Tiruvidaimarudur Urban Complex’, Indian Economic and Social History Review,
vol. 18, nos. 3—-4 (1981), pp. 397-8.
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The Making of Early Medieval India

the significance of these two interrelated features for a study of early
medieval urban growth.

Two inscriptions, both dated to the tenth century and belonging
to the region of the Kalacuris, refer to the existence of about seven
urban centres in the Jabalpur area of Madhya Pradesh.”® Of these,some
details regarding two centres are available. The Karitalai record, coming
from the watershed area between the upper Son and the Narmada,*
of the time of Laksmanarija II, mentions four major categories of
grants to a newly constructed temple and the brihmanas associated
with it:** (i) villages and fields, all located within a distance of about
twenty miles (see map on facing page); (ii) khalabhiksd or levies from
threshing floors of the mandala, probably a term denoting the geo-
graphical unit within which the urban centre was located; (iii) levies
on agricultural produce—covering, it would seem, both food-grains
and commercial items—as well as industrial items brought to the
purapattana or the township for sale; and (iv) income from fairs held at
the place. The second record, from Bilhari* in the same geographical
region and datable to the close of the tenth century in the period of
Yuvaraja II, provides a more detailed list of articles brought to the
pattanamandapikd and of the levies imposed on them in the form of
cash: salt (the quantity of which is specified and expressed in a term
not understandable); products from oilmills; betelnuts; black pepper;
dried ginger; varieties of vegetables, and so on. Items of considerable
value on the sale of which levies were also imposed were horses and
elephants.

To start with, let us assume that these two represent the typical
urban centres of the early medieval period.*? The epigraphs provide

% V. V. Mirashi, ‘Inscriptions of the Kalachuri-Chedi Era’, Corpus Inscriptionum Indi-
carum, vol. 4, part I (Ootacamund, 1955), pp. 204-24.

¥ Ibid., pp. 186-95.

“ Another Kalacuri record, also of the time of Laksmanarija II, calls this centre
Somasvamipura, B. C. Jain, ‘Kalachuri Inscription from Karitalai’, Epigraphia Indica,
vol. 33 (1959-60). pp. 186-8.

1 Tbid., pp. 204-24.

“ Both Karitalai and Bilhari appear to have been urban centres of modest
dimensions with a limited range of functions, but they are nevertheless useful
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Karitalai and its neighbouring places. 5. Dhavala: ahdra or administrative unit in which the village of
1. Karftalai or Somasvamipura " Challipataka was located; identified with Dhawaia,4 miles south
of it of b 3 ified with of Dighi.
6. Challipstaka: village given by the prince; identified with Chilhari,
about 11 miles east of Dhavaia.

2.
Bamhori, 2 miles east of Karitalai.

3. Dirghasakhika: Village donated by king; identified with Dighi,
6 miles southeast of karitalai.

4. Cakrahrad, village granted by queen with the permission

of the King; identified with Chakadabi 7 miles south _

of Karitalai.

7. Antarapata: appears to have been another donated village;

identified with Amaturra, 7 miles east of Karitalai.
8. Vatagertika: donated villaage; identified with Barhati, 10 miles

west by south of Karitalai.
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The Making of Early Medieval India

only partial glimpses of them; nevertheless, several things are clear.
First, there is the imposition of levies as a source of urban income,
indicating the nature of activities predominant at the urban centres;
second, the nucleus of urban space in which urban economic activities
take place; third, the nature of the interaction with settlements outside;
and, finally, the nature of urban hierarchy, which may be derived from
an analysis of their respective networks.

Both Karitalai and Bilhari, as the epigraphs would have us view
them, were centres of exchange of goods. The centre of this activity
was the mandapikd, a term which literally means ‘a pavilion’ but the
contextual meaning of which is suggested by its survival in the form
of mandi in Hindi and mandai in Marathi. For Karitalai the range of
spatial interaction seems to have remained limited to its immediate
rural context, not only because the epigraph does not mention any
item of exchange which could be of distant origin but also because
the centre derived its resources, inter alia, from its immediate rural
hinterland. These were villages and land assigned to its inhabitants,
imposts on varied articles brought to its market centres, and levies
from the threshing floors of the mandala in which it was located.
By comparison Bilhari suggests a more extensive network: through
such items as pepper, horses and elephants, its mandapikd maintained
contact with a much wider area. Considering that the two inscrip-
tions speak of at least seven urban centres in the core area of the
Kalacuri region in the upper Narmada basin, perhaps the possibility
of a hierarchical order of settlements, covering the broad spectrum
from rural to urban, is indicated.

There are two more pieces of relevant evidence from two dispa-
rate regions, one from the extreme south of Rajasthan and the other
from north Karnataka. The Rajasthan record, dated ap 1080, is from

as samples of the kind of urban settlements which were coming up in the early
medieval period. It is profitable to refer to Braudel again in this context: ‘it would
be a mistake only to count the sun-cities...Towns form hierarchies everywhere,
but the tip of the pyramid does not tell us everything, important though it may
be’, pp. 482-3.



Arthuna, twenty-eight miles west of Banswara,” which provides a
detailed list of levies imposed, in both cash and kind, in favour of a
temple, Mandalesvara Mahadeva, the name of the temple itself sug-
gesting the nature of its origin. The levies relate to various categories
of items which include agricultural produce of the immediate vicinity.
The levies were to the tune of one hdraka measure of barley on an
araghatta (i.e. field irrigated by an araghatta), one dramma on a pile of
sugarcane and a bharaka measure on twenty packs of loaded grain
(bhandadhanydndm). The imposts on merchants and merchant orga-
nizations are mentioned separately from those on items sold at the
market centre (hatta). On each bharaka measure of candied sugar and
jaggery (khandagurayorbharakam) belonging to the traders (vanijam) was
imposed an amount which is not intelligible from the record; on each
bharaka measure of marijisthd, which obviously was to be used as a dye,
and on thread and cotton, the amount was one ripaka. In another part
of the record is mentioned the vanikmandala or association of traders,
which was required to pay one dramma each month.

The items which were sold at the market or were associated with
it appear to have been subjected to meticulous assessment, although
it is impossible to determine the basis on which the amount of
impost was worked out. On every bharaka of coconuts was assigned
one coconut; on each bullock load of salt one mdnaka measure of
salt; one nut on every thousand arecanuts; on every ghataka of butter
and sesame oil one palika measure; and on each ‘kotika of clothing
fabric’ one and a half ripakas. Owing to the obsolete terms used in
the record, the nature of other items listed cannot be ascertained
with any certainty; nevertheless it seems that the decision to impose
contributions in cash or in kind was determined on the basis of
whether the items were divisible into required shares or not. On
each shop of the traders in the market area was fixed a contribution
of one dramma during the caitra festival and the sacred thread festival.

“ Epigraphia Indica, vol. 14, pp. 295-310. See also H. V. Trivedi, ‘Inscriptions of the
Paramiras, Chandellas, Kachchapaghitas and Two Minor Dynasties’, Corpus Inscriptio-
num Indicarum, vol. 7.2 (Delhi, n.d.). pp. 286-96.
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The braziers, located in the same area, paid a dramma a month, and
each distillery, run by the kalyapalas, paid four ripakas. Besides, each
household was required to pay one dramma, whereas the contribu-
tion from a gambling house was fixed at two ripakas. The record
refers to other items which too were assessed and contributions
from which were received either in kind or in some other variety
of cash, such as vrsavimsopaka, but owing to the uncertainty of the
meanings of the terms used in the record they are left out of the
present discussion. In any case they would do no more than supple-
ment the details already given.

The north Karnataka record of 1204 from Belgaum,* called
Venugrima in the record, is another detailed statement of several vari-
eties of grants. They were made over to Subhacandra Bhatgaraka, dcarya
of the Jaina shrine Ratta Jinalaya of Belgaum. The record is of the
period of Ratta Kirttavirya IV of Saundatti; the building of the temple
too, as is evident from its name, was an act of patronage by this local
ruler. Unlike the records analysed above, the Belgaum record provides
a partial glimpse into the layout of urban space by mentioning land,
including arable land, as an item of grant within the territorial limits
of Venugrima. Thus an area, included in the twenty-fourth hatfi or
division of Venugrima, was given on a tenure of sthalavrtti. The context
and other details are even more telling:

In the aforesaid Venugrima, in the western course of the great eastern street, on

the north of the house of Duggiyara Tikina, one house; in the western course of

the western street, one house; in the western towngate, one house; in front of the
white-plastered building of the god Kapilegvara, on the east of the Sila-basadi,

three houses; on the north of the road going to Aneyakere (elephant’s tank), a

flower garden of two mattars and 276 kammas according to the rod of Venugrima;

on the west of the great tank of Alur of Kanamburige, twelve mattar of arable land;

in the street on the south of the western market, one house, five cubits in width
and twenty-one in length.*

To this may be added another significant detail, given toward the
close of the record, that Ratta Kirttavirya donated to the Jaina sanctuary

* Epigraphia Indica, vol. 13, pp. 15-36, No. A.
# Ibid., lines 42-5.



four bazaars ‘on the east of the high road at the western end of the
northern course of the north street’.*

The reference to the twenty-fourth haffi or division is a sufficient
indication not only of the vast dimension of the settlement space marked
off asVenugrama but of considerable intermingling of residential-cum-
institutional and non-residential space as well. However, the focus of
the record shifts immediately to the area of crucial economic activities:
of Venugrima, which centred around the professionals of two major
categories, the merchants and manufacturers. The decision to make a
comprehensive coverage of items on which levies were imposed for the
purpose of contribution to the sanctuary of Sintinitha emanates from
an assembly composed of the professionals of these two categories,
headed by their leaders.

The category of merchants includes not only the mummuridandas
of Venugrama itself; it also comprises several groups of itinerant
traders: the pattanigas of the total hereditary area of the Rattas,
namely Kundi, 3,000; the traders of Lila or south Gujarat and
those of Maleyila or Kerala. Their representation in the assembly is
understandable since they were all involved in the movement of a
great bulk of goods that converged at Venugrima. Since the terms
used in the record for indicating quantity elude explanation, only a
bare list of items which are specifically mentioned as coming from
outside is all that can be provided.*” They include various loads of
paddy as well as husked rice, suggesting the importance of the cereal
as an item of import (this supposition is further strengthened by
references to separate levies on bazaars of paddy shops and shops of
husked rice),* loads of black pepper, asafoetida, green ginger and
turmeric, betel leaves and arecanuts, coconuts, palm leaves and grass,
sugarcane and coarse sugar, plantains and myrobalans. The list further
extends to include raw and consumer items such as cotton and
finished cloth, parcels of perfumery and horses.* What is curious

% Tbid., line 59.

¥ 1bid., lines 53-8.
% Ibid., lines 54-5.
¥ TIbid., lines 51-3.
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and defies explanation, however, is why the assembly decided to
grant immunity on all imports ‘in the case of sixty-five oxen and
buffaloes, however they be laden’.® Since the loads are not specified,
this clearly deprives us of further details of the goods that came to
Venugrama from outside.

Despite its monotony, it was necessary to consolidate the list
given above on the basis of the record: its range, covering a wide
variety from paddy to horses, can alone make the composition of
merchants who participated in the economic and other activities
at Venugrama—as also the nature of transactions which obviously
formed the core of its activities—understandable. There was a range
of goods, starting from those which can be related to Vepugrima’s
immediate rural context to those which could be brought only
through the organizations of professional itinerant merchants. The
local participants in the assembly, besides the mummuridandas, were
headed by goldsmiths, clothiers, oil merchants and others. The
imposts on local manufactures were on clothiers’ shops, a goldsmith’s
‘booth’, a jeweller’s shop and a perfumer’s shop.’! It is impossible to
ascertain the point of time at which Venugrama started developing
as a centre of manufacture. All that the Belgaum record suggests is
that a space, initially of a rural character and still retaining a measure
of that character, came, over time, to be a point of convergence of
goods, obviously from varied distances, and of specialized items of
manufacture for sale. If there were other crafts which did not come
under the purview of imposts, the record has very naturally chosen
to ignore them.

Starting from the significant fact that the urban settlement
mentioned in the Belgaum record of 1204, which included culti-
vable land within a defined urban space, was known as Venugrima,
several inferences can be drawn from the early medieval evidence
discussed so far. Although not invariably in a uniform manner, urban
space represented a slow transformation of rural space, perhaps

% Ibid., lines 51-2.
51 Tbid., lines 52-3.



reflecting in most cases a non-nuclear organization of such space.*?
-Epigraphy provides inadequate evidence on how a total urban space
was defined, but considering what was relevant to this evidence
hatta or mandapikd emerge as key terms for understanding the
core of the urban space structure. They appear to have combined
manufacture and exchange—two dominant activities of any settle-
ment worth being considered a township. That their potential as
sources of revenue is recognized by the ruling elite is the criterion
by which such activities are assumed to be dominant. The details of
items of exchange vary from one centre to another, but there is one
common denominator: the mobilization of agricultural products,
both in the form of food-grains and commercial items, at certain
points in space where the act of exchange is intermingled with other
economic and non-economic activities. It is essential to remember
that the process of mobilization has a history which precedes the
imposition of levies—an event with which alone the epigraphs are
concerned—as a form of religious patronage. In other words, the ‘cer-
emonial’ or ‘ritual’ centres which represented the important foci of
many urban settlements were themselves part of a system of resource
mobilization and redistribution. The total complex of these will have
to be underscored if one were to understand the specificity of the
urbanization process in early medieval India.

The ‘gross’” surplus® which constituted the subsistence base of
this urbanization covered a noticeably wide range of commercial
and industrial items, including commercial crops. The production
and variety of these appear, from the surveys available for this period,

%2 This has been suggested elsewhere as well with regard both to the urban
centres of early historical and early medieval periods: B. D. Chattopadhyaya,
‘Mathuri from the §ur’1ga to the Kusina period: An Historical Outline’ in Doris
M. Srinivasan, ed., Mathura: The Cultural Heritage (Delhi, 1989), pp. 19-30; idem,
‘Urban Centres in Early Bengal: Archaeological Perspectives’. This, however, should
not be taken to mean that there was no nucleation of professional or caste groups
within the urban space. Early medieval records, in fact, abound in references to such
agglomerations. :

% For an elaboration of the concept of ‘gross-surplus’, see R. M. Adams, The Evolu-
tion of Urban Society, p. 46.
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to have been on the increase.” The exchange ‘nodes’ presuppose a
productive rural hinterland, and that this essential link has not gone
entirely unnoticed is evident from the relationship which has some-
times been suggested between some urban centres and their local rural
contexts. Of Kudamiikku-Palaiyarai in the Cola region the following
comments bring out the relevance of this relationship:

Numerous peasant settlements arose in this region from the Sangam period down
to the thirteenth century, forming the main resource base of the Colas. The crucial
stage in its development into an urban centre would be the period of the pro-
liferation of brahmadeyadevadanas, the seventh to ninth centuries ap, henceforth a
continuous phenomenon, showing the availability of sufficient resources for sup-
porting a large population.®

Similarly Miamallapuram, which, in the reign of R3jar3ja I, was admin-
istered by a mdnagaram—signifying its status as an urban centre— ‘was
said to have received the products of the fifty villages of Amiir Kottam
(the regional unit of government) that were under the jurisdiction
of a Cola official’.*® Vepugrama is similarly believed to have been the
chief town of a small district of seventy villages.”’

Despite their disparate geographical locations the point to be con-
sidered regarding urban centres is the kind of centripetality of surplus
flow which alone could make urbanization a viable socio-economic
process. The mobilization of surplus is invariably associated with an
‘elaboration of complex institutional mechanisms’.*® The mechanisms
of production and mobilization of agricultural items—which have

* While any estimate, in comparative terms, would be impossible to cite, this is an
impression which general works on eatrly medieval India seem to convey: (i) refer-
ences to frequency and variety of such crops; (ii) regular movements of such crops for
purposes of exchange. See A. K. Chaudhary, ch. 6; P. Niyogi, pp. 23-37; B.P. Mazumdar,
Socio-economic History of Northern India (1030-1194.4D) (Calcutta, 1960), pp. 177-80;
S. Gururajachar, Some Aspects of Economic and Social Life in Karnataka (4D 1000-1300)
(Mysore, 1974), ch. 3. G. R.. Kuppuswamy has attempted a distribution map of crops
in Karnataka from between the close of the tenth and the middle of the fourteenth
century; see Kuppuswamy, pp. 60—6, map facing p. 48.

% R. Champakalakshmi, ‘Growth of Urban Centres in South India’, p. 22.

% K.R.Hall, Trade and Statecraft in the Age of the Colas (New Delhi, 1980), p. 166.

57 Epigraphia Indica, vol. 13, p. 18.

8 R.M.Adams, p. 46.



been underlined as the major economic activities that generated and
sustained urban centres of the early medieval period—are ultimately
tied up with the hierarchized structure of the polity in the period.”
An elaboration of this linkage is not possible within the brief span of
this essay. It suffices to say that this complex power structure not only
skimmed the surface of what was brought to the market in the form
of levies but that, in the final analysis, this structure was responsible
for drawing the rural productive units—and groups with exchange-
able commercial items—into the network of urban centres. It could
do this because the various groups of élites were not only the ideal
customers for circulating high value goods but because they were
also, in a complex situation of land distribution (partly characterized
by the system of assignments), the ultimate destination towards which
the surplus was to move.

v

If the urbanization process of the early medieval period with its
continuity into the medieval period is taken as a case of the third
phase of urbanization, in what ways did it differ from early historical
urbanization? Only a tentative response to this question is attempted
here. It has been remarked that early historical urban centres were
all characterized by, first, being centres of political power, second, by
large agricultural hinterlands, and third, by their location along well
developed trade routes.®® The conjunction of these features may go
well with the earliest phase of early historical urbanization, but it is
doubtful if this conjunction continued with the horizontal expan-
sion of the urbanization process. In the context of early historical
urbanism it is legitimate to think, in terms of an epicentre—really
the region spread over the stretch of the upper Ganges and middle
Ganges basin—and a subsequent expansion reaching out in stages
to different parts of the subcontinent. There thus developed a wide

3 For details, see R. S. Sharma, Indian Feudalism, chs 2 and 5; B. N. S.Yadava, ch. 3.
¢ Dilip K. Chakrabarti, ‘Concept of Urban Revolution and the Indian Context’,
Puratattva (Bulletin of the Archaeological Society of India), No. 6 (1972-3), pp. 30-1.
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network accentuated by new factors, which accounts for a certain
uniformity in cultural items unearthed by archaeology at the early
urban centres. They did each have an agrarian base, with the excep-
tion perhaps of those which, with their littoral locations, were more
tied up with maritime trade than with an agricultural hinterland.
But it is not adequate to try to understand early urban centres,
particularly those of the early centuries of the Christian era, only
in terms of their interaction and integration with an immediate
hinterland. If Taxila was one point in the network which linked up
early urban centres, the other points could well have been as distant
as Pataliputra in the east, Barygaza in the west and Ter or Paithan in
the south.®!

Early medieval urban centres did not have an epicentre, even
though it may be empirically established that urban centres
in different regional contexts represent different chronologi-
cal stages. There is again no lack of interregional linkage, for we
do often come across references to the presence of distant mer-
chants in various urban centres.®? But there is nothing in the
records which could indicate the regularity of such exchanges
on a subcontinental level, notwithstanding the possibility that
certain prized items of trade may have had a fairly extensive
itinerary. Epigraphic evidence bearing on the range of interaction
of early medieval urban centres seems to suggest that they were far
more rooted in their regional contexts than their early historical pre-
decessors. No early medieval centre seems to be comparable—and

¢! See, as illustration of this, the evidence of The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, trans-
lated and edited by W. H. Schoff (reprinted in Delhi, 1974), pp. 41-3.

% Evidence for the itinerary of ndnddesis or merchants of disparate regional origins
is more readily available for the south than the north; B. Stein, ‘Coromandel Trade in
Medieval India’, in John Parker, ed., Merchants and Scholars (University of Minnesota
Press, 1965), pp. 47-62; K. R. Hall; Trade and Statecraft in the Age of the Colas, ch. 6;
S. Gururajachar, Some Aspects of Economic and Social Life in Karnataka (4D 1000~1300),
ch. 5. For detailed study of two itinerant merchant associations of peninsular India see
Mary Meera Abraham, op. cit. However, in different parts of north and west India too,
distant merchants can be seen to converge at points which serve as foci of commercial
transactions. See, for example, Epigraphia Indica, vol. I, pp. 184-90; The Indian Antiquary,
vol. 58, pp. 1611F.



the absence of archaeological information alone may not be a suffi-
cient explanation—with such early fortified settlements as Kausambi
or Ahicchatra, but it may be significant that the estimates available
regarding the numerical strength of early medieval urban centres
suggest a high incidence. The estimates are imperfect, irregular and
only incidentally done, and are cited only for their dubious worth.

According to one estimate the Malwa area in the Paramara period
had twenty towns.®® The number is eight, obviously an extremely
low figure, for the Caulukya period in Gujarat.** T. Venkateswara Rao
estimates the number to have been more than seventy in Andhra
between 1000 and 1336,% and Dasaratha Sharma has compiled a list
of 131 places in the Cihamina dominions, ‘most of which seem to
have been towns’.%® In a century-wise estimate for Karnataka, made
on the basis of epigraphic sources, it has been shown that compared
to seventeen in the seventh century and ‘more than twenty-one’
in the eighth century there was a ‘sudden increase’ from the tenth
century onward, and ‘more than seventy-eight towns are noticed in
the inscriptions of the eleventh century’.®” The numbers are clearly
uneven, and this is largely due to the absence of any criteria for
identifying urban centres.

But the estimates do make one positive point: the emergence of
centres which could be considered distinct from rural settlement
units was phenomenal in the early medieval period. This is nor sur-
prising if considered in the light of the profusion of place names in
early medieval records. Since the majority of the urban centres of
this period were primarily nodal points in local exchange networks,
the numerical strength of settlements and the growth in the number
of locality elites would tend to result in the proliferation of urban
centres of relatively modest dimensions. They would thus reflect the

# R.S. Sharma, Indian Feudalism, p.245.

¢ P. Niyogi, pp. 120-1.

¢ T.Venkateswara Rao, pp.124-9; map 3.

8 D. Sharma, Early Chauhan Dynastics (A Study of Chauhan Political History, Chauhan
Political Institutions and Life in the Chauhan Dominions from ¢. 800 to 1316 4D) (Delhi,
1959), pp. 311-16.

¢ O.P Prasad, ‘A Study of Towns in Karnataka’, pp. 151-5.
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character of the economy and polity of the period: unlike the early
historical centres, which were directly linked with centres of authority
with supra-regional loci, the majority of the early medieval centres
would correspond to different tiers of regional power. Like land, urban
settlements too came to be objects of assignment—a phenomenon
which further reinforced the intimate linkage between them and their
immediate locality.®®

In the final analysis, however, was the basic nature of early medieval
urban centres so very different from that of their predecessors
of the early historical period? With our limited understanding it
may be too early to say, but even so M. I. Finley’s broad typolo-
gies of ‘consumer’ cities and ‘commercial’ cities, which correspond
to cities of the classical and the medieval west respectively, do not
seem to relate to the Indian urban phases.% If his major variable, the
rentiers and revenue collectors, was what characterized the ancient
city, this variable was characteristic of both the early historical and
early medieval phases of Indian urbanization. At the same time the
organizational and occupational specificities of Indian urban centres
accommodated the commercial elite, organized into guilds, as a
substantial component in their structure. It was this juxtaposition
which may have prevented both the emergence of two distinct
typologies as well as the Indian urban groups from approximating
to the category of the ‘burgher’ in the medieval west.”” Even the

¢ For examples of this from the early medieval period, see Epigraphia Indica, vol. I,
pp. 162-79, document no.27;ibid., vol. 19, pp. 69-75; the Gurgi record of the Kalacuris,
urban centres in whose dominions have been discussed above, also mentions that the
king donated a whole city crowded with citizens as a grant (Puram paurajandkimam
samastakam/bhaktya samarpayamdsa sasanatvena bhapatih), Mirashi, p. 230, verse 41

% M. L. Finley, ‘The Ancient City: From Fustel de Coulanges to Max Weber and
Beyond’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol. 19 (1977), pp. 305-27.

0 Cf. the perceptive comments of Carlo M. Cipolla, ‘The Origins’, in Carlo M.
Cipolla, ed., The Fontana Economic History of Europe, vol. I: The Middle Ages (Collins/
Fontana, 1973), pp. 12-23. The contrast is brought out also by John Merrington,
pp. 1784t

The separation of the town from the country, which set a pace of change in the
medieval west, did not take place in India It would thus be futile to try to see in
the emergence of early medieval towns a possible dissolvent of ‘Indian Feudalism’.



aspired mobility of the Indian social groups did not extend beyond
validation within the norms of a traditional social order, the broad
contours of which remained identical in both early historical and
early medieval phases.”!

For a critique of such attempts, see D. N. Jha, ‘Early Indian Feudalism: A Historio-
graphical Critique’, Presidential Address, Section I, Ancient India, Indian History
Congress, 40th session (Waltair, 1979).

" Vaisyapuranamu, a medival Telugu Purina based apparently on earlier historical
events, is an excellent example of this conformity to societal norms.The Purdna relates
to the Komatis, also known in early medieval records as Nakaramu-102 or merchants
of 102 gotras. The ascendancy of the merchants is evident from the way they styled
themselves lords of the city of Penugonda and the way they were organized into a
highly closed group. Their social organization sought validation not only through
claiming the vaisya status but also through righd observance of the social customs of
the community, called menarikam or kuldcira-dharmamu. For details, see T.Venkateswara
Rao, pp. 240-5.
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CHAPTER 8

Political Processes and Structure of
Polity in Early Medieval India”

OLLEAGUES, I AM GRATEFUL to the Executive Committee of the

Indian History Congress for the honour they have done me

by inviting me to preside over the Ancient India section at the
session this year. I confess that I am as surprised as I am overwhelmed
at this honour, not only because my association with the Congress
has so far been only minimal but also because my own assessment of
my meagre research output, mainly of an exploratory nature, falls far
short of the value the Committee have so kindly chosen to attach to
it. I suppose being in the profession commits one to the responsibi-
lity of presenting one’s credentials publicly to fellow-practitioners at
some stage or the other; in me the responsibility has evoked a sense
of awe, and all that I can do to get over this is to try and turn it to my
advantage by bringing to you a problem which, for me, is beginning
to take the shape of a major academic concern. Unable to present the

* Presidential Address, Ancient India Section, Indian History Congress, 44th session
(Burdwan, 1983).

[Due to constraints of space, I have tried to limit the references to recent writings
and to use earlier publications mostly for the purpose of comparison; My thanks are
due to Sri Asok V. Settar and especially to Sri P. K. Basant, research students at the
Centre for Historical Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University, for the help that I have
received from them in the preparation of this address].



results of a sustained empirical research, I am here instead with my
uncertainties, but as I see it there can be no better forum for bringing
one’s problems to than this annual meet of historians, which accom-
modates various shades of thinking and encourages exchange of ideas
beyond narrow barriers.

The problem I refer to concerns the study of polity in early medieval
India. There is hardly any need to underline that this erstwhile ‘dark
period’ of Indian history (a characterization deriving incidentally from
the ‘absence’ of vast territorial empires in the period) is fast emerging
as one in which significant changes were taking place'—a useful
reminder that historical assessments never remain static and need to
go through a process of constant revaluation. As one interested in the
study of early medieval India, my feeling has been that the problem of
the political formation of this period is in an urgent need of revaluation,
and while it is presumptuous to think in terms of a single empirical
work which will cover the problem at the level of the entire subconti-
nent, one can at least pose the problem, constant reminders regarding
regional variations notwithstanding, at the subcontinental level, from
the perspective of the possible processes in operation. My own interest
in the study of the early medieval polity derives not so much from the
recent spate of publications on the early state and the possibility of
analysing early Indian political systems in the light of new ideas® but

! The stereotype of the ‘dark period’, however, seems to persist; see Simon Digby in
T. Raychaudhuri and Irfan Habib, eds, The Cambridge Economic History of India, volume
I: ¢. 1200—. 1750 (Cambridge University Press, 1982), pp. 45-7.

2 Evidence of recent interest in the study of the early state will be found in the
range of contributions and bibliographies in two recent publications: H. J. M. Claessen
and Peter Skalnik, eds, The Early State (Mouton Publishers, 1978); and The Study of
the State (Mouton Publishers, 1981). The focus of most of the contributions in such
publications is on the emergence of the early state which is often distinguished only
from the modern industrial state and is therefore of little value in understanding pro-
cesses of change. Relevant ideas on the emergence of the state have been used for the
study of the pre-state and origin of the state society in India by Romila Thapar, ‘State
Formation in Early India’, International Social Science Journal, 32.4 (1980), pp. 655-669
and From Lineage to State: Social Formation in the Mid-first Millennium BC in the Ganga
Valley (Bombay, 1984), and by R. S. Sharma, Material Culture and Social Formations
in Ancient India (Delhi, 1983); ‘Taxation and State Formation in Northern India in
Pre-Maurya Times (c. 600300 Bc)’, reprinted in R.. S. Sharma, Aspects of Political Ideas
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The Making of Early Medieval India

from more pragmatic considerations. The foremost among these is the
resurrection, through the study of polity, of an interest in the study of
the political history of the period. I apprehend that this sentiment is
likely to raise a murmur of protest and I am also likely to be reminded
that we have had enough of political history which may be sanctioned
well-earned rest for some time to come. I wonder if this is really so,
since I feel that historical revaluation of the nature of change in a
period implies revaluation of its sources in their entirety. As a teacher
of ancient Indian history I notice a growing trend among students
to be interested only in ‘social and economic history’ since political
history with its endless dates, genealogical charts and catalogues of
battles involves senseless cramming and serves no intellectual purpose
at all.’ Given the nature of ancient Indian political historiography,*
the distaste is understandable, but if in sheer frustration we turn away
from a serious study of political history, we shall, perhaps unwittingly,
be leaving out a substantial chunk of Indian history. After all, the study
of polity essentially involves an analysis of the nature, organization and
distribution of power, and in a state society in which the contours of
inequality are sharp, relations of power encompass relations at other

and Institutions in Ancient India, third revised edition (Delhi, 1991), ch. 15; idem, ‘From
Gopati to Bhupati (a review of the changing position of the king)’, Studies in History,
2.2 (1980), pp. 1-10, and more recently, R. S. Sharma, Origin of the State in India
(University of Bombay, 1989); The State and Verna Formation in Mid-Ganga Plains: An
Ethnoarchaeological View (New Delhi, 1996).

* It is necessary to keep it in mind that a study of social and economic history by
itself is not a sufficient guarantee of the quality of history. Most available monographs
on social and economic history of the period, including my own, are no more inter-
esting readings than dynastic accounts.

* The dominant trend in the writing of the political history of early medieval
India is towards the reconstruction of dynastic accounts, and the trend carried to
an extreme has yielded more than one monograph for a single ‘dynasty’. We have
thus at least three monographs on the Yidavas and the same number of works
on the Candellas. For a very useful critique of dynastic reconstruction, through
‘concatenation’ of distinct segments of the same ruling lineage, see David P. Henige,
‘Some Phantom Dynasties of Early and Medieval India: Epigraphic Evidence and
the Abhorrence of a Vacuum', Bulletin of the School of Oriental and Afvican Studies,
38.3 (1975).



levels in some form or the other.’ Even the seemingly bewildering
variety of details of the political history of early medieval India—
the absurdly long genealogies, the inflated records of achievements
of microscopic kingdoms, the rapidity of the rise and fall of centres
of power—are ultimately manifestations of the way in which the
polity evolved in the period and hence is worthy, not so much of
cataloguing, but of serious analysis. I make an additional point in
justification of my plea for the study of political history by saying
that an occasional comparison of notes with the historiography of
medieval India would help, because medieval historians have con-
tinued to enrich our knowledge of political history and its study is
essential for our understanding of that period.®

I

The relevant approaches to the study of the early medieval polity
will be discussed later; I will begin with a brief reference to the basic
opposition between the two broad strands of assumptions that bear
upon a study of the Indian polity. In one assumption, polity in

* I have only to refer here to the statement made by Perry Anderson in the
Foreword to his Lineages of the Absolutist State (Verso Edition, London, 1979,
p. 11): ‘Today, when “history from below” has become a watch-word in both
Marxist and non-Marxist circles, and has produced major gains in our understand-
ing of the past, it is nevertheless necessary to recall one of the basic axioms of
historical materialism: that secular struggle between classes is ultimately resolved
at the political—not at the economic or cultural level of society. In other words,
it is the construction and destruction of State which seal the basic shifts in the
relations of production ... A “history from above” ... is thus no less necessary than
a “history from below”’ Elsewhere (p. 404) he writes: ‘... pre-capitalist modes
of production cannot be defined except via their political, legal and ideological
superstructures, since these are what determine the extra-economic coercion that
specifies them’.

¢ A few works which illustrate this interest in what may be called the post-J. N.
Sarkar phase may be cited: Satish Chandra, Parties and Politics at the Mughal Court,
1707-1740, 31d edition (Delhi, 1979); M. Athar Ali, The Mughal Nobility Under
Aurangzeb (Asia Publishing House, 1968); Iqtidar Alam Khan, The Political Biography
of a Mughal Noble Munim Khan Khan-i-Khanan: 1497-1575 (Orient Longman, 1973);
and . F Richards, Mughal Administration in Golconda (Clarendon Press, Oxford; 1975).
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pre-modern India is variously characterized as ‘traditional” or
‘Oriental Despotic’;® in fact, it has been considered possible by differ-
ent individual authors—all apparently subscribing to the assumption
of ‘traditional polity’—to view political ideas and structures of dis-
parate periods of Indian history in terms of a model of pre-State
polity.? It would of course be too simplistic to lump a wide variety

7 ‘Traditional polity’ is implied in the statements and titles of writings on disparate
periods of Indian history, in which a long-term perspective is absent and in most
of which the accent is on Kingship and rituals associated with Kingship; see, for
example, the following collections, Richard G. Fox, ed., Realm and Region in Traditional
India (Delhi, 1977); R. ]. Moore, ed., Tradition and Politics in South Asia (Delhi, 1979);
J. ERichards, ed., Kingship and Authority in South Asia (South-Asian Studies, University
of Wisconsin, Madison Publication Series, Publication No. 3, 1978). S. N. Eisenstadt’s
typologies of ‘centralized historical bureaucratic empires or States’ in which he curi-
ously clubs together Gupta, Maurya and the Mughal empires as ‘several ancient
Hindu States’ also essentially correspond to the notion of ‘traditional polity’, The
Political System of Empires (New York, 1969).

# That ‘Oriental Despotism’ characterizes changeless polity and society will be clear
from the following statement of K. A. Wittfogel, ‘... varying forms of semi-complex
hydraulic property and society prevailed in India almost from the dawn of written
history to the 19th Century’, Oriental Despotism: A Comparative Study of Total Power,
7th Printing (Yale University Press, 1970), p. 260. For the genesis of the concept of
Oriental Despotism, its incorporation into Marx’s norion of ‘Asiatic mode’ and its
relevance in the Indian context, see Perry Anderson; Irfan Habib, ‘An Examination
of Wittfogel’s Theory of Oriental Despotism’, Enquiry, 6, pp. 53-73; ‘Problems of
Marxist Historical Analysis’, in Science and Human Progress, Essays in honour of Prof.
D.D. Kosambi (Bombay, 1974), pp. 34—47; Romila Thapar, The Past and Prejudice (Delhi
1975); H.]. M. Claessen and P. Skalnik, ‘The Early State: Theories and Hypotheses’ in
The Early State, pp. 7-8. Recently D. Lorenzen has argued (‘Imperialism and Ancient
Indian Historiography’ in S. N. Mukherjee, ed., India: History and Thought, Essays in
honour of A. L. Basham (Calcutta, 1982), pp. 84—102), that Oriental Despotism was
a key concept in the pro-Imperialist interpretations of the ancient Indian polity and
society and that the concept is present in the writings of nationalist historians in its
inverted version. See also B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘The study of Early India’ in Idem,
Studying Early India: Archaeology, Texts and Historical Issues (New Delhi, second impres-
sion, 2008), pp. 3-26.

° I refer here to the model of the ‘segmentary state’, constructed by A. Southall
on the basis of his study of a pre-state polity in East Africa, Alur Society: A Study
of Processes and Types of Domination (Cambridge, 1953); for further discussion, idem,
‘A Critique of the Typology of States and Political Systems’, in M. Banton, ed., Politi-
cal Systems and the Distribution of Power (ASA Monographs 2, Tavistock Publications,



of writings on traditional pre-modern polity together because both
in their empirical and theoretical contents such contributions vary
substantially, but basically the broad assumption underlying most
of them remains that traditional polity was essentially changeless:
‘a continual kaleidoscopic reorientation of a given political and social
content’.’’ Opposed to this view of ‘traditional’ polity within which
‘early medieval’ is not clearly demarcated, is the other assumption
which envisages possibilities of change and, curiously, it is within this
purview that most empirical studies on early medieval India can be
located. Here too views on change or on mechanisms of change are
not identical; the majority of works on early medieval political history
and institutions in fact contain generalizations which are mutually
contradictory. The king in all the monarchical states is the source of
absolute power and wields control through bureaucracy; there is thus
nothing much to distinguish him from the ‘absolute despot’ despite
his benevolent disposition; and yet, the malaise of polity is generated
by feudal tendencies.!* Change, expressed mostly in terms of dynastic
1968), pp. 113—40.The model is found applicable in the Indian context in relation to
the mapdala theory by J. C. Heesterman, ‘Power and Authority in Indian Traditior’,
in R.J. Moore, pp. 77-8; by Burton Stein in relation to south Indian polity from the
Cola period onward: ‘The Segmentary State in South Indian History’, in R. G. Fox,
ed., pp. 1-51 and Peasant State and Society in Medieval South India (Oxford University
Press, 1980); and by R. G. Fox in the context of the organization of the Rajput
clans in Uttar Pradesh in the late Mughal period (without, however, much reference
to the Mughals), Kin, Clan, Raja and Rule; State-Hinterland Relations in Pre-industrial
India (Berkeley, 1971). For recent vindications of the model in the context of Africa
and India in terms of its empirical validity, see A. Southall, ‘The Segmentary State in
Asia and Africa’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol. 30 (1988), pp. 52-82;
B. Stein, ‘The Segmentary State: Interim Reflections’, in J. Pouchepadass and H. Stern,
eds, From Kingship to State: The Political in the Anthropology and History of the Indian World
(Paris, 1991), pp. 217-37.

9 Frank Perlin, ‘The Pre-colonial Indian State in History and Epistemology:
A Reconstruction of Societal Formation in the Western Deccan from the Fifteenth

to the Early Nineteenth Century’, in H. J. M. Claessen and Peter Skalnik, eds, The
Study of the State, p. 276.

! See, for example, A. S. Altekar, State and Government in Ancient India, reprint
of 3rd edition (Delhi, 1972), chs 16—17. In the context of south India, while T. V.
Mahalingam (South Indian Polity, University of Madras, 2nd edition, 1967, ch. 1, sec.
2) talks of checks on royal absolutism and the presence of samantas or mandalesvaras,
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The Making of Early Medieval India

shifts, becomes, in the early medieval context, a concern over the size
of the emperor’s territory; imperial rulers down to the time of Harsa
endeavoured to stem the tide of disintegration and fragmentation,
which is seen as a disastrous change from the ideal imperial pattern
and which is invariably assessed against the ultimate failure to retain
what used to be called—and I fear many of our much used text-
books continue to call—the Hindu political order.’ Concern with
the failure of the early medieval political order—a concern not only
noticeable in works on political history" but a starting point in serious
monographs on social and economic history* as well—has logically
led to value-judgements on the structure of polity; a single quote
from a widely-read textbook on polity, out of many such available,
will serve to illustrate the sentiment common to most historians of
early medieval India: ‘(the) ideal of federal-feudal empire, with full
liberty to each constituent state to strive for the imperial status but
without permission to forge a unitary empire after the conquest, thus
produced a state of continuous instability in ancient India’.?® I have
chosen this quote to underline the kind of ambivalence which perme-
ates the writings even of those who tend to think in terms of change:
there is dichotomy between ‘constituent state’ and ‘unitary empire’, the

K. A. Nilakanta Sastri (The Colas, reprint of 2nd edition, University of Madras, 1975,
pp. 447—48) characterizes Cola polity as indicating change from ‘somewhat tribal chief-
taincy of the earlier time’ to ‘the almost Byzantine royalty of Rijardja and his successors’. For
a relevant discussion, see Lorenzen.

2 R.C. Majumdar, for example, writes in his preface to The Struggle for Empire (vol.5
of the History and Culture of the Indian people, Bombay, 1957, xliii): “This volume
deals with the transition period that marks the end of independent Hindu rule’. See
also K. M. Panikkar’s Foreword to Dasarath Sharma’s Early Cauhan Dynasties (Delhi,
1959). R.. C. P. Singh (Kingship in Northern India, Cir. 600 AD—1200 4D, Delhi, 1968,
ch. 8) analyzes this failure in terms of the nature of Hindu kingship. Most works
on the political history of the period dealing with changes in the loci of power are

* charged with communal overtones, completely ignoring the fact that such shifts were

constantly taking place in Indian history.

3 D, Sharma, ch. 27.

'* B.P. Mazumdar, Socio-economic History of Northern India (10301194 ap) (Calcutta,
1960), preface.

15 Altekar, p. 388.



dichotomy deriving in the present case from adherence to the model
provided by ancient political thinkers; the dichotomy is not timeless
because its emergence is located in the fourth century ap and yet it
‘produced a state of continuous instability in ancient India’, instability
being change from the norm, i.e. the centralized, unitary state.

Irrespective of the merit of the terminologies used in these writings,
historiographically the interesting correlation is between change in
polity and feudalism. ‘Feudalism’ is thus not a new historiographi-
cal convention; its use, limited to the political plane, has been as a
synonym for political fragmentation and the term has in fact been
shuttled back and forth in Indian history to suit any period in which
no ‘unitary empire’ could be located on the political horizon.'

We know that a major breakthrough in the application of this term
to the Indian context came in the form of a new genre of empirical
works from the fifties;” here for the first time ‘feudal polity’ is not an
entity-in-itself; through a reasoned argument—irrespective of whether
we accept the argument or not—‘feudal polity’ is shown to be a stage

16 H. C. Raychaudhuri (Political History of Ancient India, 6th edition, University of
Calcutta, 1953, p. 208) speaks of mdndalika-rdjas in the period of Bimbisara as ‘corre-
sponding perhaps to the Earls and Counts of medieval European polity’. A. L Basham
speaks of quasi-feudal order in the pre-Mauryan age, and when ‘that empire broke up
... Mauryan bureaucracy gave way to quasi-feudalism once more’, Studies in Indian
History and Culture (Calcutta, 1964), p. 5.

7 Serious analytical work of this genre starts with D. D. Kosambi, An Introduction
to the Study of Indian History (Bombay, 1956); and R. S. Sharma’s Indian Feudalism,
C. 300-1200 (University of Calcutta, 1965), is the first thoroughly researched
monograph on the subject. In terms of documentation another important work is by
B. N. S.Yadava, Society and Culture in Northern India in the Tivelfth Century (Allahabad,
1973). The literature on ‘Indian feudalism’ is of course growing and useful biblio-
graphical references will be found in R. S. Sharma and D. N. Jha, “The Economic
History of India upto ap 1200: Trends and Prospects’, Journal of the Economic and
Social History of the Orient, 17.1, pp. 48-80; D. N. Jha, ‘Early Indian Feudalism: A
Historiographical Critique’, Presidential Address, Indian History Congress, Ancient
India Section, 40th session (Waltair, 1979); H. Mukhia, ‘Was there Feudalism in Indian
History?’, Presidential Address, Medieval India Section, Indian History Congress, 40th
session (Waltair, 1979); B. N. S. Yadava, ‘The Problem of the Emergence of Feudal
Relations in Early India’, Presidential Address, Ancient India Section, 41st session
(Bombay, 1980).
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which represents a structural change in the Indian social and economic
order; it envisages the emergence of a hierarchical structure of society in
place of the binarily opposed entities of the state and the peasantry, and
it is basically this hierarchical structure with its different tiers of inter-
mediaries which explains the mechanism of exploitation and coercion
of the early medieval state. The distinctive contribution of the study of
‘Indian feudalism’, from the perspective of the problem I have in view,
consists in the attempt to bridge the gap between polity and society.

In concluding this brief review of various strands of opinions on
early Indian polity, which tend to be organized into two opposite
sets, I feel that the opposition cannot be pushed to any extreme
limits. If the feeling represents a curious contradiction, the contra-
diction is embedded in available historiography. For, even those who
work within the framework of traditional polity do not all neces-
sarily work with such ahistorical models as ‘Oriental Despotism’®
similarly, the current construct of ‘feudal polity’ carries over elements
from past historiography, which in a way hinder the formulation of a
long-term perspective of change. The opposition perhaps ultimately
lies in the realm of ideologies and perspectives than in the realization
of the necessity of study of change. We turn now to the specificity of
the problem which this historiographical situation has created for a
study of early medieval polity.

I1

The structure of the construct of Indian feudalism, which is spoken of
as a variant form, rests, so far as the study of polity is concerned, on
two interrelated arguments. Since detailed studies of early medieval

'8 Compare, for example, two articles by Nicholas B. Dirks written on two dif-
ferent periods of south Indian history: (i) ‘Political Authority and Structural Change
in Early South Indian History’, The Indian Economic and Social History Review, 13.2
(1976), pp. 125-158; (ii) “The Structure and Meaning of Political Relations in a South
Indian Little Kingdom’, Contributions to Indian Sociology, 13.2 (1979), pp. 169-206.
B. Stein too (Peasant State and Society ...) attempts to see change from the Cola to the
Vijayanagar period. Their perception of change is, of course, not in terms of feudal
polity.



political formation within the framework of the feudalism hypothesis
are still a desideratum,' they therefore need to be stated: (i) feudal
polity emerged from the gradual breakdown of a centralized bureau-
cratic state system, empirically represented by the Mauryan state, the
implication of the argument being that the emergence of diverse
centres of power of the later periods would correspond to a process of
displacement of bureaucratic units. Feudal polity, however, crystallized
eight centuries after the disintegration of the Mauryan state, although
elements of feudal polity—suggested by a two-tier or three-tier struc-
ture of the administrative system—are identified in the Kusana polity
of north India and the Satavihana polity of the Deccan;? (ii) the system
of assignment of land, apparently absent in the Mauryan state because
of the practice of remuneration in cash, became widespread and inter-
mixed with the transfer of the rights of administration, corroding the
authority of the state and leading to the ‘parcellization’ of its sover-
eignty?! It may be interesting to dilate on this characterization of the

¥ Detailed documentation is found only in R. S. Sharma, Indian Feudalism, ch. 2,
which analyzes ‘feudal polity’ in three kingdoms; B. P. Majumdar, chs 1-2,and B.N.S.
Yadava, Society and Culture, chs 3—4; for a regional pattern, see D. D. Kosambi, ‘Origins
of Feudalism in Kashmir’, Journal of the Bombay Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society,
1956-57, pp. 108-120 and Krishna Mohan, Early Medieval History of Kashmir (with
special reference to the Loharas, AD 1003—1171) (Delhi, 1981), ch. 4. An earlier work,
not usually cited but deserving attention for its wealth of material, is N. C. Bandyo-
padhyaya, Development of Hindu Polity and Political Theories, ed. N. N. Bhattacharyya
(Delhi, 1980). For recent contributions to the study of the early medieval state, see
Y. Subbarayalu, ‘The Cola State’, Studies in History, vol. 4, No. 2 (1982), pp. 265-306;
R. N. Nandi, ‘Feudalization of the State in Medieval South India’, Social Science
Probings (March, 1984), pp. 33-59.

% R. S. Sharma, Aspects of Political ldeas and Institutions in Ancient India, 2nd edition
(Delhi, 1968), ch. 15; Kosambi, An Introduction, ch. 9; B. N. S. Yadava, ‘Some Aspects
of the Changing Order in India During the Saka-Kugina Age’, in G. R. Sharma, ed.,
Kusana Studies (University of Allahabad, 1968), pp. 75-90.

2 This supposition is based on two sets of evidence: (i) reference in the Arthasdstra
(5.3) to payment of state officials in coined money; and (ii) actual circulation of
coined money in the Mauryan period. However, there seems to be a contradiction
in the Arthasdstra itself, cf. 5.3 with 2.1.7. Even 5.3, which deals with the payment of
state officials, states: ‘... He should fix (wages for) the work of servants at one quarter
of the revenue, or by payment to servants ...” (R. P. Kangle’s translation, 2nd edition,
Bombay, 1972, p. 302). More importantly, there is no necessary correlation between
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Mauryan state and its choice as a starting point for the study of feudal
polity because at one level it carries over from past historiography the
equation: feudal polity =political fragmentation =dismemberment of a
centralized state; at another, it represents an unstated search for a proto-
type of the state system of the Classical West, the breakdown of which
provides a starting point for the study of western feudalism. However,
for our purpose, the validity of the arguments stated above can be
subjected to a single test: do they sufficiently explain the total political
configuration of what is called the feudal formation? The explanation
has to relate not to the structures of individual monarchies alone but
also to the political geography of the subcontinent at any given point
of time—a requirement suggested by frequent shifts in the centres of
power and the ongoing process of the formation of new polities as a
result of transition from pre-state to state societies. It is considerations
such as these which have led to considerable rethinking regarding the
Mauryan state itself,”? which—the focal point in the concentration
area of the earlier mahdjanapadas of the upper and middle Ganges
basin—represents basically a relationship between the nucleus which
is the metropolitan state and a range of differentiated polities. The
disappearance of the metropolitan Mauryan state did not create a
political or economic crisis either in areas where state polity had been
in existence or in areas of pre-state polity incorporated within the
Mauryan empire. In fact, Mauryan territorial expansion and similar
expansions at later times seem to have created a fresh spurt in the
emergence of local states in areas of pre-state polity—a phenomenon

the circulation of coined money and payment in cash. This will hold true not only for
the post-Mauryan period to the fifth century at least but for the medieval period as
well, although in the medieval period the remuneration was computed in cash.

2 Interestingly, Beni Prasad, as eatly as in 1928, held the ‘unitary’ character of the
Mauryan State as suspect, The State in Ancient India (Allahabad, 1928), p. 192; Romila
Thapar has considerably changed her views on the character of the Mauryan State:
compare Asoka and the Decline of the Mauryas, 2nd edidon (New Delhi, 1973), ch. 4
with her “The State as Empire’in H. J. M. Claessen and P. Skalnik, The Study of the State,
pp. 409-26 and From Lineage to State, ch. 3. For other discussions, . W. Mabbett, Truth,
Myth and Politics in Ancient India (Delhi, 1972), chs 5-6; S. J. Tambiah, World Congueror
and World Renouncer (Cambridge University Press, 1976), pt. [, ch. 5; Heesterman,
‘Power and Authority ...’, p. 66.



certainly not to be confused with the process of the decentralization
of a centralized administration.

Two further points regarding the current historiography on the
genesis of feudal polity need to be made. First, not all criticisms
levelled against the use of landgrant evidence for explaining the
genesis of feudal polity can be brushed aside lightly. The fact remains
that the major bulk of epigraphic evidence relates to brahmadeyas and
devadanas, grants to brahmanas and religious establishments, and the
element of contract is largely absent in the system of early and early-
medieval landgrants. The presence of a contractual element cannot
be altogether denied;* it would also be difficult to disagree with the
view that the system of assignments brought in important changes
in agrarian relations in areas where such assignments were made?®
—but how does it all help us to understand the genesis of feudal
polity? Let me clarify. The sdmanta feudatory system has been con-
sidered to be the hallmark of the structure of polity in early medieval
India® —and there is no reason to dispute the empirical validity of
this point—but it has not been seriously examined as to how even

# §.Seneviratne, ‘Kalinga and Andhra: The Process of Secondary State Formation in
Early India’, in H. J. M. Claessen and P. Skalnik, eds, The Study of the State, pp. 317-37.

* See N. C. Bandyopadhyaya; see the important paper of B. N. S.Yadava, ‘Secular
Landgrants of the Post-Gupta Period and Some Aspects of the Growth of Feudal
Complex in North India’, in D. C. Sircar, ed., Land System and Feudalism in Ancient
India (University of Calcutta, 1966), pp. 72-94. The general absence of a contractual
element in the vast corpus of epigraphic material seems to be irrefutable; for contents
of grants in general, cf. the writings of D.C. Sircar, Indian Epigraphy (Delhi, 1965),
ch. 5; Political and Administrative System of Ancient and Medieval India (Delhi, 1973);
Landlordism and Tenancy in Ancient and Medieval India as Revealed by Epigraphical Records
(Lucknow, 1969) and The Emperor and the Subordinate Rulers (Santiniketan, 1982).
Sircar’s critique of ‘feudal polity’ is curious since he freely uses such terms as ‘fiefs’
and ‘vassals’ in the Indian context; see R. S. Sharma’s criticism of Sircar’s approach to
the problem: ‘Indian Feudalism Retouched’, The Indian Historical Review, 1.2 (1974),
pp. 320-30. For me, however, the ‘contractual’ element remains important as other-
wise the logic of service assignments does not appear intelligible. See also fn. 26.

5 See fn. 17 for references. A restatement of this will be available in R.. S. Sharma,
‘How Feudal was Indian Feudalism?’, The Journal of Peasant Studies, vol. 12, nos. 2-3,
pp. 19-43.

* Yadava, Society and Culture ..., ch. 3.
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The Making of Early Medieval India

the system of secular or service assignments to officials led to the
emergence of a sdmanta- feudatory network. It has been conceded
that the general chronology of the epigraphic evidence for service-
assignments postdates the genesis of feudal polity.”’ The conclusion
which ought to follow from it is that service grants present a facet
and not the precondition for the emergence of the overall pattern of
political dominance. Secondly, irrespective of whether administrative
measures can bring in changes in societal formations or not,? there
is the larger question: what generates administrative measures? Land
assignments as administrative measures are, we have seen, presented
as deliberate acts which corrode the authority of the state; the state
not only parts with its sources of revenue but also with its coercive
and administrative prerogatives. Thus feudal polity arises because pre-
feudal polity decides, to use an all-too-familiar expression, to preside
over the liquidation of its own power. This is a curious position to
take, which could be understandable only in terms of a crisis of struc-
tural significance in prefeudal political and economic order. We have
argued earlier that the breakdown of the Mauryan State does not
appear to have generated such a crisis;* in fact, in a situation in which

7 R.S. Sharma, ‘Landgrants to Vassals and Officials in Northern India ¢. Ap 1000
1200°, Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient, 4 (1961), pp. 70-71; idem,
‘Rajasasana: Meaning, Scope and Application’, Proceedings of the Indian History Congress,
37 session (Calicut, 1976), pp. 76—87. For other details of such grants known variously
as prasada-likhita, prasada-pattald, jivita, rakta-kodagi and so on, see N. C. Bandyopadyaya;
Yadava,‘Secular Landgrants ..."; Society and Culture ..., ch. 3; K. K. Gopal,‘Assignment
to Officials and Royal Kinsmen in Early Medieval India (c. 700-1200 ap)’, University
of Allahabad Studies (Ancient History Section) (1963-64), pp. 75~103. Three points
may, however, be noted: (i) the generally late chronology of such grants in some of
which only the ‘contract’ element is explicitly stated; (ii) they are, including grasas and
afigabhogas, more an evidence of the sharing of lineage patrimonial holdings than of
service grants; (iii) in terms of total area controlled by dominant sections in a polity
such grants may be found to constitute a relatively insignificant proportion.

2 This point has been raised by H. Mukhia.

» Recent attempts to ‘construct’ a crisis lean heavily on the Brihmanical percep-
tion of the evils of Kaliyuga and on the correlation of the evils with actual changes
in terms of shifts in the positions of varnas and producing classes, decline of urbanism,
decentralization of polity and so on;see B. N. S.Yadava, “The Accounts of the Kali Age
and the Social Transition from Antiquity to the Middle Ages’, The Indian Historical



the state polity was expanding horizontally and the final annihilation
of the ganasamgha system of polity was taking place,* it would be a
difficult exercise indeed to construct a reasoned theory of crisis in
state power.

One must then look for an alternative explanation. In present-
ing the above critique of the historiography of the genesis of early
medieval polity, the differential distribution of power represented
by the simanta feudatory structure is not disputed; what is ques-
tioned is the rather one-track argument, wholly centred around a
particular value attached to the evidence of the landgrants, for the
emergence of the structure in pre-Gupta and Gupta times. In fact,
in no state system, however centralized, can there be a single focus
or level of power, and the specificity of the differential distribution
of power in early medieval polity may be an issue more complex
than has hitherto been assumed. And perhaps a revaluation of the
evidence of the majority of landgrants may be called for within
this complexity.

I1

At one level this complexity derives from the presence of trans-
political ideology in all state systems, even though in the context of
early medieval India one may not perceive such an ideology from the
perspective of anthropologists or anthropology-oriented historians.
One dimension of this was the need for constant validation of power
not only in areas where a community was passing from the pre-state
to the state-society stage but even in established state societies. The
root of this need which, in the early medieval context, may be
understood by broadly labelling it as the ‘legitimation’ process, lay in

Review, 5, pp. 1-2 (1979), pp. 31-64; R.. S. Sharma, ‘“The Kali Age: A Period of Social
Crisis’, in S. N. Mukherjee, ed., pp. 186-203.The ‘crisis’, of course, is chronologically
located several centuries after the Maurya period, but in any case, the historical roots
of the ‘crisis’ are not clear.

¥ See note 22;also the Allahabad Pillar Inscription of Samudragupta in D. C. Sircar,
Select Inscriptions Bearing on Indian History and Civilization, vol. I, 2nd edition (Calcutta
University, 1965), pp. 262-8.
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The Making of Early Medieval India

the separation between the temporal and the sacred domain.” The
domains, if one goes beyond theory and tries to grasp their relation-
ship in concrete existential terms, must be seen as interdependent; if

*1 The literature on the ‘legitimatization’ process in early medieval India is growing;
relevant discussions will be found in Romila Thapar, ‘Social Mobility in Ancient
India with Special Reference to Elite Groups’ in her Ancent Indian Social History:
Some Interpretations (Delhi, 1978); B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘Origin of the Rajputs:
Political, Economic and Social Processes in Early Medieval Rajasthan’, The Indian
Historical Review, 3.1 (1976), pp. 59-82; H. Kulke, ‘Early State Formation and Royal
Legitimation in Tribal Areas of Eastern India’, Studia Ethnologica Bernensia, R. Moser &
M. K. Gautam, eds, 1 (1978), pp. 29-37; idem, ‘Legitimation and Town Planning in the
Feudatory States of Central Orissa’, Cities in South Asia: History, Society and Culture, H.
Kulke, ef al., eds (Wiesbaden, 1982), pp. 17-36; ‘Royal Temple Policy and the Structure
of Medieval Hindu Kingdoms’ in A. Eschmann, et al., eds The Cult of Jagannath and the
Regional Tradition of Orissa (Delhi, 1978), pp. 125-138; N. Dirks, ‘Political Authority ...";
G.W. Spencer, ‘Religious Networks and R oyal Influence in Eleventh Century South
India, Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient, 12 (1969), pp. 32-56; S.
Jaiswal, ‘Caste in the Socio-Economic Framework of Early India’, Presidential Address,
Ancient India Section, Indian History Congtess, 38 session (Bhuvaneswar, 1977), pp.
16ff; idem, ‘Studies in Early Indian Social History: Trends and Possibilities’, The Indian
Historical Review, 6.1-2 (1979-80), pp. 1-63;]. G. De Casparis, ‘Inscriptions and South
Asian Dynastic Tradition’ in R. J. Moore, ed., pp. 103—-27. The discussions show that
‘legitimatization’ could take various forms: performance of rituals, including sacrificial
rituals, genealogical sanctity and the construction of temple networks. The relationship
between temporal authority and the sacred domain of which the ‘legitimatization’
process is a manifestation is explored in A. K. Coomaraswamy, Spiritual Authority and
Temporal Power in the Indian Theory of Government (American Oriental Society, 1942).
For a recent exploration into this problem, see S. Bhattacharyya, ‘Political Author-
ity and Brihmana-Ksatriya Relations in Early India—An Aspect of the Power-Elite
Configuration’, The Indian Historical Review, vol. 10, nos. 1-2 (1983-1984), pp. 1-20;
also, L. Dumont, ‘The Conception of Kingship in Ancient India’, Religion, Politics and
History in India (Mouton Publishers, 1970), ch. 4. The following statement of Dumont
is important: “While spiritually, absolutely, the priest is superior, he is at the same time,
from a temporal or material point of view, subject and dependent’ (p. 65). J. E Richards
(Kingship and Authority in South Asia, Introduction) claims that a recent perspective ...
has revealed that too facile usage of only half recognized Western terms and concepts
such as legitimation, and the Church-State dichotomy have obscured the complexity
and true significance of Kingship in India’, and Heesternan in his contribution (‘The
Conundrum of King’s Authority’, ibid., pp. 1-27) initially agrees with this claim but
finally concedes that the ‘King and brahmin were definitely separated and made into
two mutually exclusive categories. The greater the King’s power, the more he needs
the brahmin’. Cf. also C. R. Lingat, The Classical Law of India (Berkeley, University of
California Press, 1973), p. 216.



temporal power needed ‘legitimatization’ from ‘spiritual’ authority, so
did the human agents of ‘spiritual’ authority require sustenance from
temporal power. Viewed from this perspective, it should not be sur-
prising that priestly validation of temporal power continued beyond
the period of ‘Hindu’ dynasties; the brihmana, in a situation of
reciprocal relationship, could continue to prepare the prasastis of the
rule of a Sultan and Sanskritize his title to Suratrana.*® Emphasis on
legitimation alone obfuscates crucial aspects of the exercise of force
and of the secular compulsions of state power, but as a part of the
overall political process it nevertheless offers us a convenient vantage
point from which to view the ideological dimension of the state.
Temporal power, in early as well as in later theoretical writings, was
required to guarantee protection; it would be too narrow a view
of ‘protection’ to take it simply to mean the physical protection of
subjects. Protection related to the ideal social order as defined by
the guardians of the sacred domain. Danda or force which may have
had both secular and non-secular connotations was intended by the
guardians of the sacred domain primarily not as a political expedient
but for the preservation of the social order.”® Curiously, the ideal
social order was defined, but dharma, nevertheless, was not uniform,
and although the king was required to preserve social order, he was
at the same time enjoined to allow the disparate dharmas of regions,
guilds and associations and of social groups to continue.* If there is
an anomaly here, the anomaly may help us to understand the massive

2 See the Cambay Stambhana Parsvanath temple inscription of 1308 aD referring
to Alauddin as suratrina. Appendix to Epigraphia Indica, 19-23, Nos. 664. An inter-
esting record from Kotihar in Kashmir, dated 1369 ap, refers to Shihab-u-din as
Shihabhadana and traces his descent from the Pindava lineage, B. K. Kaul Deambi,
Corpus of Sarada Inscriptions of Kashmir (Delhi, 1982), pp. 113—18; the Veraval record
of 1264 from coastal Gujarat refers to Prophet Mohammed as sula Muhammadda
and to God in Islam as Visvanitha—visvanipa: Srivisvandtha-pratibaddhanau-jandndm-
bodhaka-rasula-Muhammada samwat, D. C. Sircar, Select Inscriptions, vol. 2 (Delhi, 1983),
p. 303.

% See Beni Prasad, Theory of Government in Ancient India, 2nd edition (Allahabad,
1968), pp. 333-5; Mabbet, ch. 8.

* For details, see P. V. Kane, History of Dharmasastra (Ancient and Medieval Reli-
gious and Civil Law), vol. 3, 2nd edition (Poona, 1973), ch. 33; also Heesterman, ‘The
Conundrum ...".
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The Making of Early Medieval India

support which the ruling elites extended to the representatives of the
sacred domain in the early medieval period. The territorial spread
of the state society required cutting through the tangle of dispa-
rate dharmas through the territorial spread of the brihmanas and
of institutions representing a uniform norm in some form or the
other; they did not necessarily eliminate the disparate norms but
they could provide a central focus to such disparate norms by their
physical presence, their style of functioning and their control over
what could be projected as the ‘transcendental’ norm.*

Another dimension of this central focus becomes noticeable with
the crystallization of the Purinic order, implying the ascendancy
of the Bhakti ideology. In sectarian terms, Bhakti could lead to the
growth of conflicts in society,*® but from the standpoint of the state,
Bhakti could, perhaps much more effectively than Dharmasistra-
oriented norms, be an instrument of integration.”” If there was
opposition between Dharmasistra-oriented norms and community
norms, Bhakti, at least ideally, provided no incompatibility: local cults
and sacred centres could be brought within the expansive Purinic fold
through the process of identification. Though originating in an earlier
period, the temple grew to be the major institutional locus of Bhakti

3 Heesterman, ‘Power and Authority ...’

% R. N. Nandi, ‘Origin and Nature of Saivite Monasticism: The Case of
Kili-mukhas’ in R. S. Sharma and V. Jha, eds, Indian Society: Historical Probings
(In memory of D. D. Kosambi) (Delhi, 1974), pp. 190-201; R. Champakalak-
shmi, ‘Religious Conflict in the Tamil Country: A Re-appraisal of Epigraphic
Evidence’, Journal of the Epigraphical Society of India, 5 (1978); B. D. Chattopadhyaya,
““Other”, or the Others? Varieties of Difference in Indian Society at the Turn of
the First Millennium and Their Historiographical implications’, Studying Early
India, pp. 191-213.

*7 Bhakti could provide the illusion of equality among the lower orders which in
reality remained a delusion even in the ritual area; R. N. Nandi convincingly points
to the shift in the ideology of the Bhakti movement as also to the change brought
about by its temple base and Sanskrit-educated priesthood, supported by members
of ruling families, ‘Some Social Aspects of the Nalayira Prabandham’, Proceedings of
the Indian History Congress, 37 session (Calicut, 1976), pp. 118-23; Kesavan Veluthat,
‘The Temple Base of the Bhakti Movement in South India’, ibid., 40 session (Waltair,
1979), pp. 185-94.



in the early medieval period,* and for temporal power, the temple,
as a symbol in material space of the sacred domain, could provide a
direct link with that domain in two ways: (i) The king could seek to
approximate the sacred domain through a process of identification
with the divinity enshrined in the temple. The practice initiated by
the Pallavas and augmented by the Colas, taken to be similar to the
Devardja cult of south-east Asia, is an example of such a process;”
(ii) the second way was to surrender temporal power to the divinity,
the cult of which was raised to the status of the central cult and to act
as its agent. This process is illustrated by the stages through which the
cult of Jagannitha emerged as the central cult in Orissa and the ritual
surrender of temporal power to the divinity by King Ananigabhima.*’
The centrality of the cult in relation to others in this process implied
the centrality of its agents as well.* The Cola and Codaganga practices
are perhaps facets of the same concern—to have direct links with the
sacred domain.

The process of legitimatization thus cannot be viewed simply in
terms of a newly emerged local polity seeking validation through
linkage with a respectable Ksatriya ancestry or by underlin-
ing its local roots; the constant validation of temporal authority
really relates to the complex of ideological apparatus through
which temporal power was reaching out to its temporal domain.
‘(If ) the State (is) a special apparatus, exhibiting a peculiar material
framework that cannot be reduced to the given relations of politi-
cal domination’,* then it becomes imperative to study the pattern

% Nandi; idem, Religious Institutions and Cults in the Deccan (Delhi, 1973). pp.10ff;
Veluthat.

¥ K.Veluthat, ‘Royalty and Divinity: Legitimisation of Monarchical Power in the
South’, Proceedings of the Indian History Congress, 39 session (Hyderabad, 1979), pp.
241-39; see also B. Stein, Peasant State, pp. 334fF.

“ H. Kulke, ‘Royal Temple Policy ...’; idem, ‘King Anafigabhima III, the Veritable
Founder of the Gajapati Kingship and of the Jagannatha Trinity at Puri’, Journal of the
Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, 1 (1981), pp. 26-39.

“ For an interesting analysis of this process, H. Kulke, ‘Legitimation and Town-
planning in the Feudatory States of Central Orissa’, in Ritual Space in India: Studies in
Architectural Anthropology, Jan Pieper, ed., offprint, pp. 30—40.

42 N, Poulantzas, State, Power, Socialism (London, 1980), p. 12.
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The Making of Early Medieval India

of use of the available ideological apparatus which constituted an
integral part of the overall political order.”* From the perspective of
the interdependence between temporal power and sacred authority,
it becomes understandable that assignments such as brahmadeyas and
devaddnas were not an administrative but a socio-religious necessity
for the temporal power; the earthly agents of the sacred domain—
and such agents were ultimately defined by the changing contexts
of both the temporal and the sacred order—generated a pattern of
dominance in their areas of preserve. Still, it would not be com-
patible with the argument presented here to generalize either that
temporal power in early medieval India was a tool in the hands of
the brahmanas and the temple managers,* or that massive support
to the representatives of the sacred domain meant parcellization
of temporal power, an assumption which in any case will have to
presuppose that temporal power emanated from a single source. It
needs also to be underlined that the duality of the temporal and
sacred domains does not necessarily imply that the relationships
between the domains remained unchanged from the Vedic times to
eternity.* From the standpoint of temporal power, Vedism, Puranism,
Tantrism and other forms of heterodoxism could simultaneously
acquire the connotation of the sacred domain.*® What is required is

“ Poulantzas further explains (ibid., p. 37):*... ideoclogical power is never exhausted
by the State and its ideological apparatuses. For just as they do not create the dominant
ideology, they are not the only, or even primary factors in the reproductions of the
relations of ideclogical domination/subordination. The ideclogical apparatuses simply
elaborate and inculcate the dominant ideology’.

“ This view seems to be projected by both K. Veluthat, ‘Royalty and Divinity
...”and P. M. Rajan Gurukkal who considers the Kuladekhara state of Kerala to be
‘in a way the creation’ of a dominant landed group among the brihmanas, ‘Medieval
Landrights: Structure and Pattern of Distribution’, ibid., pp. 279-84.

# See footnotes 31 and 90.

“ This requires to be underlined in view of the changing patterns of patronage in
different periods. For the early medieval period, the relative neglect of the implica-
tions of the deep penetration of Tantrism into religion and polity will bear out the
point I am trying to make. Devangana Desai argues that the patronage of Tantrism is
reflective of feudal degeneration, as it served the two dominant interests of the kings
and feudal chiefs of early medieval India: War and Sex, ‘Art under Feudalism in India’,
The Indian Historical Review, 1.1 (1974), p. 12; also idem, Erotic Sculpture of India (Delhi,
1975). This seems to be too narrow a view to take of the profound impact of Tantrism



to analyze the regional and group perception of the sacred domain.
This will help us understand the curious contradiction between
general support and cases of persecution; the overwhelming
domination of the brihmana groups and temples in south India
juxtaposed with the incorporation of Jaina tenets in the religious
policies of individual rulers of western India*’ or the appointment
of a devotpdtanandyaka, an official in charge of uprooting images of
gods from temples and of confiscation of temple property, by an
early medieval ruler of Kashmir.* Taking even the uncommon cases
as aberrations would be to bypass the issue; the point is how in
the early medieval context the relevance of the sacred domain was
defined by temporal power.

Another aspect of the complexity we have talked about concerns
the terrirorial limits of the temporal domain. Temporal domain was
defined by the extent of royal power but Kingdom was not defined
in concrete territorial terms; even the janapada or rdstra, one of the
constituent limbs of the state in the Saptdriga formulation, was not
‘internally coherent and closed towards the outside’.*” The state was
thus not a static unit but one that was naturally dynamic.*® Even the
territory of the Mauryas, which for the period of Asoka alone can
be clearly defined by the distribution of his edicts, was designated

in early medieval society. If Tantrism represented esoteric knowledge, then the remark
of E Edgerton, made in relation to the Upanisads, seems relevant here: ‘Knowledge,
true esoteric knowledge, is the magic key to Omnipotence, absolute power. By it
one becomes autonomous ...", ‘Upanisads: What Do They Seek and Why’, in D. P.
Chattopadhyaya, ed., Studies in the History of Indian Philosophy, vol. I (Calcutta, 1978),
p. 136. For Tantric impact on Purinic as well as heterodox religious orders and its
close association with temporal power, R. N. Nandi, Religious Institutions ...’, David
N. Lorenzen, The Kapdlikas and Kalgmukhas: Two Lost Saivite Sects (New Delhi, 1972);
R. B. P. Singh, Jainism in Early Medieval Karnataka, (c. AD 500-1200) (Delhi, 1975);
B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘Religion in a Royal Household: A Study of Some Aspects of
the Karparamafijar?, in this volume.

7 A. K. Majumdar, Chaulukyas of Gujarat (A Survey of the History and Culture of
Gujarat, from the middle of the tenth to the end of the thirteenth century) (Bombay,
1956), pp. 310, 315.

“ Ragjataratigini, VII, pp. 1090-5.

# Heesterman, ‘Power and Authority ...".

% De Casparis, ‘Inscriptions and South Asian Dynastic Tradition’.
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as vifita or rdjavisaya'—an area over which the rule of the emperor
extended. The territorial composition of the Mauryan empire in
Asoka’s period can be characterized as a combination of several nodes
such as Pataliputra, Ujjayini, Taksasila, Tosali and Suvarnagiri as well as
areas of such peoples as Bhojas, Rathikas, Pulindas, Nibhakas and that
of the dfavikas or forest people.”® Such fluid situations—for there is no
guarantee that this territorial composition remained static throughout
the Mauryan period—are schematized in the mandala concept of the
political theorists who locate the vijigisu at the core of the mandala,>
and the ‘royal mystique’,>* represented by the Cakravartin model of
kingship, is a logical follow-up of this formulation. It has been the
bane of writings on the political history of early and early-medieval
India to search for approximations of the Cakravarti among the kings
of big-sized states;* the ideal is only a recognition of the existence
of disparate polities and of military success as a precondition of the
Cakravarti status which was superior to the status represented by the
heads of other polities.

v

Within the parameters of the interdependence of temporal and sacred
domains, and more precisely the essentially dynamic contours of these
domains, the political processes of early medieval India may be sought

! Major Rock Edicts, I, XII; see D. C. Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, pp. 17, 35~6.

52 Tbid.

% The concept is found in such texts as Arthasdstra, 6.2; Kamandakiya Nitisira, 8.45
and so on. See Beni Prasad, Theory of Government ..., pp. 143fF; Altekar, pp. 293ff; for
recent comments, Heesterman, ‘Power and Authority ...’, pp. 77-8.

* T. R. Trautmann, ‘Tradition of Statecraft in Ancient Indi2’, in R. J. Moore, ed.,
pp- 86-102. Trautmann defines ‘royal mystique’ as ‘a network of interrelated symbols’
its vehicles being ‘works of art such as courtly epics, royal biographies and ornate
ideologies found in inscriptions’; he takes Rajendra Cola’s expedition to the north
and north-east as an expression of this ‘mystique’.

5 Even R. Inden, who by no means suffers from the limitations of traditional
political historiography, cannot seem to resist the search for a ‘paramount king of all
India’, ‘Hierarchies of Kings in Early Medieval India’, Contributions to Indian Sociology,
N.S. 15, 1-2 (1981), p. 99.




to be identified. I would venture to begin by suggesting that politi-
cal processes may be seen in terms of parallels with contemporary
economic, social and religious processes. The essence of the economic
process lay in the horizontal spread of rural agrarian settlements, and
this remains true even for the early historical period, despite the accent
on urban economy or money economy of the period.* The process
of caste formation, the chief mechanism of which was the horizontal
spread of the dominant ideology of social order based on the varna-
division—despite, again, the ascendancy of heterodoxism in the early
historical period”—remained the essence of the social process which
drew widely dispersed and originally outlying groups into a structure
which allowed them in a large measure to retain their original char-
acter except that this character was now defined with reference to the
structure.’® In the related religious process too the major trend was the
integration of local cults, rituals and sacred centres into a pantheistic
supra-local structure; the mechanism of integration was by seeking
affiliation with a deity or a sacred centre which had come to acquire

3 R.S. Sharma, Perspectives in Social and Economic History of Early India (Delhi, 1983),
ch. 10.

%7 For example, despite the substantial support extended to the Buddhist sects by
both the Sitavihanas and the Western Ksatrapas, the dominance of Varsa ideology
is evident in their records; cf. the expression vinivatitacituvanasamkarasa applied to
Gautamiputra Sitakami in a prasasti written in his memory, and the expression sarvva-
varnairabhigamya-raksandrtham patitve vrtena applied to Saka Rudradiman I in the
Junagadh inscription of Ap 150; Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, pp. 177-204.

% Despite their differences in many respects, N. K. Bose’s model of ‘tribal absorp-
tion’ and M. N. Srinivas’s model of ‘Sanskritization’ are being drawn upon to make
this generalization. A useful review of the contributions of these two authors, with
complete bibliographical references, will be found in S. Munshi, “Tribal Absorption
and Sanskritization in Hindu Society’, Contributions to Indian Sociology, N. S., 13.2
(1979), pp. 293-317. It must be made dear that ‘tribal absorption’ is merely a broadly
defined process and not the only process, and that the continuity of internal organiza-
tion in a large measure does not imply status of equality within the social order; a
misreading of the caste formation process would totally miss the hierarchical ordering
in the caste structure down to the level of the untouchables. Secondly, the ethnic
group as a whole, in view of the complex operation of the social mobility process,
does not retain its pre-caste character; otherwise, we would not have had brihmanas,
Ksatriyas, Siidras and so on emerging from the same stock. For a useful discussion, see
Jaiswal, ‘Studies in Early Indian Social History ...".
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supra-local significance.® Applied to the study of the political process,
these parallels would suggest consideration at three levels: the presence
of established norms and nuclei of the state society, the horizontal
spread of state society implying the transformation of pre-state polities
into state polities, and the integration of local polities into structures
that transcended the bounds of local polities. In other words, in trying
to understand the political processes and structures in early medieval
India it may be more profitable to start by juxtaposing the processes
of the formation of local state polities and supra-local polities than
by assessing the structures in terms of a perennial oscillation between
forces of centralization and decentralization.

The parallelism drawn here is in a sense misleading since in polity,
as in society or religion, no given structures could be immutable in
view of the underlying dynamism I have already drawn attention to,
but the point about the process essentially being a range of interac-
tions still remains valid. The specific complexities of early medieval
political formation have, therefore, to be stated in clear empirical
terms. The first major point which may be put forward with regard
to the post-Gupta polity is that the state society, represented by the
emergence of ruling lineages, had covered all nuclear regions and had
progressed well into peripheral areas by the end of the Gupta period.
I assume details of political geography need not be cited to substanti-
ate this generalization. And yet, it is significant that inscriptions from
the seventh century alone, from different regions of India, begin to
produce elaborate genealogies, either aligning the alleged local roots
of ruling lineages with a mythical tradition or by tracing their descent

% Synoptic studies on processes of cult formation in early medieval India are not
known to me but the excellent study on the cult of Jagannitha may help illuminate
the process, A. Eschmann et al., eds The Cult of Jagannath and the Regional Tradition of
Orissa, particularly, pt. 1, chs 3, 5; pt. 2, chs 13-14. In the case of Tamilnadu in the
Cola period, note the remark of R. Champakalakshmi, ‘The early Chola temples

. systematically used the liiga mainly due to its assimilative character as the only
aniconic form which could incorporate in canonical temples, local and popular cult
practices centring round the Kangu or pillar and tree, thus providing a constantly
widening orbit for bringing in divergent socio-economic and ethnic groups into Saiva
worship’, ‘Peasant State and Society in Medieval South India: A Review Article’, The
Indian Economic and Social History Review; 18, 3—4 (1982), p. 420.



from mythical heroic lineages.®* The emergence of genealogy has been
taken as a shift from ‘yajfa to vamsa’,*! indicating a change in the nature
of kingship, but in the totality of its geographical distribution, the
genealogical evidence has a more significant implication: the prolifera-
tion of actual ruling lineages defining the domain of political power.
The state society even in nuclear areas did not have a stable locus;
the mobilization of military strength could not only displace a ruling
lineage but could create a new locus and a new network of political
relations. The shift from the Badami Cilukyas to the Ristrakiitas and
then again to the Calukyas of Kalyina, or from the Pallavas and the
Pandyas to the Colas was not simply a change from one lineage to
another; each change redefined the locus of the state in a geographical
context which had nevertheless experienced a long and uninterrupted
history of the state society. In such contexts, the use of the term ‘state
formation’, primary, secondary or even tertiary, would be highly inap-
propriate and would obscure the distinction with areas which were
indeed experiencing the passage from the pre-state to the state society
on a significant scale. The distinction remains valid throughout Indian
history due to the uneven pace of change, and transitions from the
pre-state to the state society have been documented through medieval
to modern times.®

[ have been using expressions such as ‘lineage domain’® and ‘state
society’® without a clear reference to the state in the early medieval

¢ De Casparis.

¢! Dirks, ‘Political Authority and Structural Change ...".

©2 A. Guha, “Tribalism to Feudalism in Assam: 1600-1750°, The Indian Historical
Review, 1.1 (1974), pp. 65-76; Surajit Sinha, ‘State Formation and Rajput Myth in
Tribal Central India’, Man in India, 42.1 (1962), pp. 35-80; K. Suresh Singh, ‘A Study
in State-formation among Tribal Communities’, in R.. S. Sharma andV. Jha, eds, Indian
Society: Historical Probings, pp. 317-36; H. R.. Sanyal, ‘Malla-bhum’, in Surajit Sinha,
ed., Tribal Politics and State Systems in Pre-Colonial Eastern and North-Eastern India
(Calcutta, 1987), pp. 73-142.

¢ ‘Lineage’ is simply used here to translate such terms as kula, vamsa or anvaya
which were suffixed to the names of the ruling families. ‘Lineage’ in this sense does
not denote a pre-state stage of polity as it may have done in the nascent stage of the
emergence of the state in early India (Romila Thapar, From Lineage ...).

 The range of definitions of the state is enormous, and to view the state as
opposed to chiefdom in terms of the former’s capacity to arrest fission in society and
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context. This is because of some definitional problems which could
be clearly stated by working out the geography of the loci of politi-
cal power over a few centuries. I can however make a very brief
reference to a selected span of time—the eleventh century—the two
reasons for considering the span as significant being: (i) evidence for
this period—particularly from south India—has recently resulted in
the urge for a revaluation of commonly used concepts on the state;
(ii) the eleventh century, in relation to the centuries preceding and
following it, does not present any major fluctuations in the list and
geography of the distribution of ruling lineages. At a rough estimate
the number of ruling lineages of this century could be put around
forty;% the number is reconstructed on the basis of specific references
to lineage names and excludes cases where, despite the use of a regal
title or a title approximating it, descent is not clearly indicated. In
a sense the reconstruction of such numbers would be futile since
I am not sure that I can convert these numbers into the number
of states and say that forty states existed in India in the eleventh
century. Terms such as the Cola State, Cilukya State or Pila State

in terms of a ‘centralized and hierarchically organized political system’ (R. Cohen,
‘State Origins: A Reappraisal’ in The Early State, pp. 35-6) will not be compatible
with long-term histories of state societies. Morton Fried’s definition (The Evolution
of Political Society, New York, 1967, p. 229) of the state ‘as a complex of institutions by
means of which the power of the society is organized on a basis superior to kinship’
also does not seem sufficient. The real question is the context of power. Since the basis
of the state lies in separation between producing and non-producing groups, there is
no incompatibility between state society and the organization of political power along
lineage ties or/and in other terms. State society, however, only points to the existence
of this separation and does not suggest the historical specificity of the total complex
of a State structure. However, in the sense that the appearance of the State implies
institutionalization of social inequality, ‘the power of society’ is indeed organized on a
basis transcending kinship ties, the political power and ideology of the state ensuring
the perpetuation of this inequality.

% This estimate is based on: H. C. Ray, The Dynastic History of Northern India (Early
Medieval Period), 2 vols., reprint (Delhi, 1973); E Kielhorn, ‘A List of Inscriptions of
Northern India’, Appendix to Epigraphia Indica, 5, 1~96; D. R.. Bhandarkar, ‘A List of
the Inscriptions of Northern India in Brihmi and its Derivative Scripts, from about
200 A.C’, Appendix to Epigraphia Indica, vols. 19-23; E Kielhorn, ‘Synchronistic
Tables for Southern India, ap 400-1400", Epigraphia Indica, 8.



in place of ‘kingdoms’ or ‘empires’ may not raise serious objections,
but I am doubtful if T would be equally justified in going ahead
with the use of this terminology in relation to, say, the Kadambas
of Vanavasi, Hangal and Goa;% the Cihaminas of Sikambhari, Broach,
Dholpur, Pratabgarh, Nadol and Ranthambhor;*” the Paramiras of
Malwa, Lita, Candravati, Arbuda and Suvarnagiri;*® and similarly,
Nolamba State, Bana State or Ratta State,” signifying the domains of
these respective lineages, may be found to be equally inappropriate.
The reason is not simply the status of a lineage; the point really is
whether there is always a necessary correspondence between a lineage
and a static territorial limit. Early medieval evidence suggests that this
is not so. I have cited the cases of the Kadambas and the Cihimanas;
many more are readily available. The Kalacuris, an ancient lineage, are
found in western Deccan in a comparatively early period but they
established several nuclei of power, as in Tripuri and Ratanpur, in the
upper Narmada basin in the early medieval period, whereas one of
its segments ventured into such a remote area of northeastern India
that it came to be designated as Sarayiipara.”’ The movements of the
Karnitas outside Karnataka, although the particular lineages involved
are not always specified, led to the establishment of new ruling families

in Bengal and Bihar,’! and possibly also to the formation of such

% G. M. Moraes, The Kadmba-kula: A History of Ancient and Medieval Karnataka
(Bombay, 1931).

¢ Dasarath Sharma; also 2nd edition (Delhi, 1975).

% P.Bhatia, The Paramdras (Delhi, 1968); also, H. V. Trivedi, Inscriptions of the Paramdras
(Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum, vol. 7.2) (New Delhi, n.d.).

¢ See M. S. Krishnamurthy, Nolambas: A Political and Cultural Study (Mysore, 1980);
D. Desai, The Mahamandalesvaras Under the Calukyas of Kalyani (Bombay, 1951); M. S.
Govindaswamy, The Role of Feudatories in Pallava History (Annamalai University, 1965);
idem, ‘The Role of Feudatories in Cola History’, Ph.D. thesis (Annamalai University,
1973); V. Balambal, Feudatories of South India (Allahabad, 1978).

" For the records of different Kalacuri lines, see V. V. Mirashi, Inscriptions of the
Kalachuri-Chedi Era (Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum, vol. 4, pp. 1-2) (Ootacamund,
1955).

I For a recent discussion, see D. C. Sircar, Pala-Sena Yuger Vamsanucarita (in Bengali)
(Calcutta, 1982).
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Rajput clans as the Solankis and Rathods.” The ruling lineage in its
entirety is the point of reference in the case of major lineages in many
records, as suggested by expressions like Pallavinim or Kadambanam.”
What I am, therefore, arguing is that since the changing distribution
patterns of ruling lineages do not necessarily correspond to static
territorial limits, an initial study of polity has to start with an analysis
of the formation of lineages and of the pattern of the network they
represent, both territorially and in inter-lineage combinations, at dif-
ferent levels in the organization of political power. Such an analysis may
ultimately clarify relations in the structures of supra-local polities,
which alone seem to be issues in historiographical debates on the
polity of early medieval India. The focus then will have to shift from
extremities like ‘virtual absence of” or ‘construction and collapse of’
the administrative apparatus. In fact, as the empirical evidence from
regions like Rajasthan suggests, the distribution of political authority
could be organized by a network of lineages within the framework
of the monarchical form of polity, retaining at the same time areas
of bureaucratic functioning.” A remark, made with reference to
medieval Deccan, seems pertinent here: ‘The development of State
bureaucracy and private lordly organization was neither mutually
exclusive nor confined to two different stages of a process. In this
agrarian society private and State interests developed simultaneously
and in terms of one another’.”

The formation and mobilization of lineage power did not, of
course, develop along a single channel; it could involve the coloniza-
tion of areas of pre-state polity and change of the economic pattern

7 The common origin of the Cilukyas of Karnataka and the Caulukyas or Solankis
of Gujarat has been doubted by many, including A. K. Majumdar, but Majumdar
himself points to the existence of common traditions among them, 5; Rathod is
derived from Rigtrakiita, the name being in existence at Dhalop and Hathundi in
Rajasthan in the early medieval period, D. Sharma, ed., Rajasthan Through the Ages, 1
(Bikaner, 1966), p. 287; also Chattopadhyaya, “The Origin of the Rajputs ..." in this
volume.

” De Casparis.

™ Chattopadhyaya, ‘Origin of the Rajputs ...".

™ Perlin, p. 279.



of the region by expansive lineages;” in particular contexts, the emer-
gence of ruling lineages would correspond to ‘primary state formation’
and the introduction of the monarchical ideology of rule; it could
even be the simple replacement of one lineage by another. All these
processes could and did operate simultaneously but—and this needs to
be underlined if we are to take an all-India perspective—not in isola-
tion from one another. Polities were interactive and interlocking—if
nothing else, inventories of battles fought in the early medieval period
would be a sure index of this—and this often resulted in the formation
of new blocks and networks of power in which the original identity
of a lineage was obliterated.”

Two further points about lineages as bases for the study of political
power may be made. First, the Kalacuri or Cahamina evidence has
shown that lineages could be amazingly expansive but there are other
levels at which the relationships between lineages and territories can
be examined. Pre-tenth century evidence from Tamilnadu has been
cited to show that the nucleus of the power of a lineage could be an
area comprised of two or three districts. The relationship between
the lineage and its territory was expressed in the form of the name
of the area in which the lineage was dominant; examples of this are
common in the south and in the Deccan: Cola-nadu, Cera-nadu,
Tondai-nidu, Oyma-nadu, Irungola-padi, Ganga-padi, Nulamba-
padi, to mention a few, bear out this relationship. The growth of a
lineage into a supra-local or supra-regional power would result in
the reorganization of the nddus or pddis into administrative units, as
suggested by the emergence of the vala-nddus and mandalams in the
Cola State,” but, from our point of view, what is important is that

7 Yadava, Society and Culture, p. 103, fn. 623; Chattopadhyaya, pp. 63—4; an example
of this is provided by the Ajayagadh rock inscription in which Ananda, the brother
of Candella Trailokyavarman, is said to have reduced to submission the ‘wild tribes of
Bhillas, Sabaras and Pulindas’, Epigraphia Indica, 1, p. 337.

77 Apart from the cases of the Solarikis and the Rathods, those of the Codagangas
and Vengi Cilukyas may be cited to illustrate this process.

78 Y. Subbarayalu, ‘Mandalam as a Politico-Geographical Unit in South India’, Pro-
ceedings of the Indian History Congress, 39 session (Hyderabad, 1978), pp. 84—6. For
details of the political geography of the Cola country, see idem, Political Geography
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such administrative units emerged by integrating pre-existing lineage
areas. It must be conceded that the pattern available for the south and
the Deccan cannot be applied to all regions; in Bengal, for example,
such details of lineage geography are simply not available. Elsewhere,
as in early medieval Rajasthan and Gujarat, the trend seems to have
been towards the parcellization of the area variously called Gurjara-
bhtaimi, Gurjaratra, Gurjara-dharitri and Gurjaradhari—all obviously
derived from the ethnic term Gurjara”—into strongholds of several
hneages only some of which traced their descent from the Gurjara
stock.®

Secondly, the formation of ruling lineages can be seen also from
the perspective of the social mobility process in early medieval India.
In a situation of open-ended polity and of a congenial climate for
‘Ksatriyization’,*" any lineage or segment of a larger ethnic group, with
a coherent organization of force, could successfully make a bid for
political power and lay the foundation of a large state structure. The
origin of the Hoysala State, which lasted for about three centuries and
a half, goes back to the mdlepas or the hill chiefs of the Soseyiir forests
and the hill forces that the chiefs could command at that stage.®? Here
too the pattern of the formation of a lineage and the level of power a
lineage would reach would not be identical in all areas. Generally, the
mobility upward was from a base which could be broadly character-
ized as agrarian, and political changes from the seventh century, again
in western India, provide an idea of the sequences in the political
moblhty process We have noted that Gurjaratrd or Gurjarabhiimi was

of the Chola Country (Madras, 1973). Subbarayalu convincingly argues to show that
nddus were basically agrarian regions and not ‘artificial administrative divisions’ (Politi-
cal Geography, pp. 32-3), but from the point of view of polity the important point
is the correlation in many cases between ‘chieftaincies’ and nddus and padis (Political
Geography ..., ch.7);see also Stein, Peasant State ..., ch. 3.

 A.K. Majumdar, pp. 17-22.

% Chattopadhyaya.

¥ See references in note 31.

% J. D. M. Derrett, The Hoysajas (A Medieval Indian Royal Family) (New Delhi,
1957), pp. 7-8; S. Settar, Hoysala Sculptures in the National Museum, Copenhagen (Copen-
hagen, 1975), p. 16; also idem, The Hoysaja Temples, vol. I (Dharwad-Bangalore, 1992),
ch. 1.



the base from which several lineages tracing descent from the Gurjaras
emerged; the separation of the ruling lineages from the common
stock is suggested by the general name Gurjara-Pratihira used by
the lineages, and while the base of one such lineage in the Jodhpur
area seems to have been established by displacing pre-existing groups.
In the Alwar area in eastern Rajasthan there is clear indication of
a sharp distinction which had developed between Gurjara cultiva-
tors and the Gurjara-Pratihara ruling lineage.® It is on this base that
the Gurjara-Pratihara supra-regional power, which began with the
expansion of one of the lineages and extended at one stage as far
east as the eastern parts of Uttar Pradesh, was built up. Elsewhere, for
example, the presence of Vellila generals and warrior elements and
of feudatories in the Pallava and Cola polities in south India® or the
formation of the IDamaras into a major political group in the Lohara
period (c. ap 1000-1170) in Kashmir® would suggest a similar process
of the emergence of potentially dominant elements from within local
agrarian bases.

\Y

The structure of supra-local or supra-regional polities has then to
become understandable in a large measure with reference to its

# Rajorgadh Inscription of Mathanadeva, Epigraphia Indica, vol. 3, pp. 263-7.

8 Dirks, ‘Political Authority and Structural Change ..., p. 130; Stein, Peasant State
..., p. 188; for reference to Velirs of Kodumbalur as feudatories of the Pallavas, see
Govindaswamy, The Role of Feudatories in Pallava History, pp. 70ff.

% Kosambi writes, “The essential question is: Were the Dimaras feudal lords?
Did they hold land as feudal property? The answer is fairly clear, in the affirmative’,
‘Origins of Feudalism in Kashmir’; Yadava, ‘Secular Landgrants ..., p. 90 too refers
to a merchant called Jayyaka who amassed wealth and became a Diamara chief. These
assertions seem to result from a misreading of the Rdjatarangini evidence.The reference
relating to Jayyaka (VII. 93-95) seems to show him to be from a peasant family, who
traded in foodgrains with foreign countries and achieved the status of a Damara (see
also IV. 347-48). The possible tribal background of the Dimaras, their transformation
into peasantry and emergence into a dominant section may have striking parallels
with the Vellilas and other dominant peasant sections elsewhere; see the Appendix on
Dimaras in Krishna Mohan.
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substratum components, and it is in the characterization of this refer-
ence that the perspectives of historians substantially differ. Before the
debate is taken up for review, the geographical loci of large polities
need to be briefly touched upon.The large polities tended to emerge,
throughout Indian history, in what geographers call ‘nuclear’ regions,*
providing such polities with a resource base potentially much richer
and easier to integrate administratively than relatively isolated pockets
where ‘state formation’, a chronologically phased phenomenon,
would reveal less integrative patterns of polity. The Ganges basin,
Kaveri basin, Krishna-Godavari doab and Raichur doab are cited as
examples of ‘nuclear’ regions, and indeed the large state structures of
the early medieval period all thrived in these regions. Two qualifi-
cations are, however, necessary. First, a ‘nuclear’ region is finally an
historical-chronological and not purely a geographical region; the
nuclearity of a region is related to the way historical factors converge
on it and not merely to its resource potential. Warangal, away from the
nuclear Krishna-Godavari doab, remained a base of the large structure
of the Kikatiya State;*” the Caulukya State of Gujarat, with its base at
Anahilapitaka, emerged in a region which, from the point of view of
its basic agrarian resource potential, was not sufficiently ‘nuclear’.®
Secondly, larger polities did not necessarily originate in nuclear areas;
military mobilization could generate a movement towards nuclear
areas and result in major transformations in polity. The movement of

% The concept of ‘nuclear’ regions or even ‘sub-nuclear’ regions has been used by
historians working on this period: Kulke, ‘Royal Temple Policy ...’; B. Stein, ‘Integra-
tion of the Agrarian System in South India’, in R. E. Frykenberg, ed., Land Control and
Social Structure in Indian History (Madison, 1969), pp. 175-216. Theoretical discussions
will be found in R.. 1. Crane, ed., Regions and Regionalist in South Asian Studies (Duke
University, 1966); J. E. Schwartzberg, ‘The Evolution of Regional Power Configura-
tions in the Indian Subcontinent’, in R. G. Fox, ed., pp. 197-233. I have, however,
mainly followed the idea of the relative order of regions outlined in O. H. K. Spate
and A.T.A. Learmonth, India and Pakistan (Delhi, 1972), chs 6, 13.

¥ G.Yazdani, ed., Early History of the Deccan (London, 1960), vol. 2.

% However, for irrigation and development of the agrarian base of the Caulukyan
state structure, see V. K. Jain, Trade and Traders in Western India (AD 1000—1300) (Delhi,
1990), ch. 2; for Rajasthan, B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘Irrigation in Early Medieval Raj-
asthan’ in this collection.




the Pratiharas from Rajasthan to Kanauj, of the Pilas from southeast
Bengal to the middle and the lower Ganges basin,® the descent of
the Hoysalas from the hilly region of the Soseyiir forests into the
areas of south Karnataka held by the Gangas for centuries, produced a
steady growth of political structures of substantial dimensions in these
regions.

I have already noted in the beginning that recognition of the
dispersed foci of political power was present even in traditional his-
toriography in the form of the formulation of ‘feudal tendencies’,
although the formulation was applied generally to a pattern of polity
which was considered not sufficiently large in terms of its approxi-
mation to an all-India empire and which could not, therefore, be
considered centralized. Recent perspectives specifically related to only
early medieval India have shifted from acceptance of ‘centralization’
and ‘bureaucracy’ as essential characteristics of a large state structure
to detailed analyses of dispersed foci of power within such structures.
This concern appears to be common both to those who characterize
these structures in terms of ‘feudal polity’ and their critics to whom
the ‘feudal’ model is either ‘outworn’ or is an exclusively European
formation which hinders a proper understanding of the uniqueness
of the Indian political system.”® Where then does the difference lie?

% D. C. Sircar, Pila-Sena Yuger ....

% This particular brand of criticism in respect of Indian polity has emanated, curi-
ously, from American academic institutions, and in the context of early medieval
polity been initiated by B. Stein, ‘The State and Agrarian Order in Medieval South
India: A Historiographical Critique’, in B. Stein, ed., Essays on South India (Delhi,
1976), pp. 64-91. Stein proposed the alternative model of a ‘segmentary state’ (‘The
Segmentary State ...") which has proved a rallying point for South Asia experts from
these institutions and even for initial detractors. For example, Dirks (‘Political Author-
ity and Structural Change’, p. 126) in 1976 declared: ‘The segmentary state model
is neither well calibrated to index changes in political or social relations, nor is it
culturally sensitive enough to identify the differences between East Africa and India,
or even more particularly between north and south India (emphasis added; the implica-
tion perhaps is that the differences between north India and south India are greater
than those between East Africa and India); by 1979 his criticism of the model had
mellowed down considerably (‘Structure and Meaning of Political Relations’ ...). R.
Inden considers the model a ‘real break with previous approaches’, ‘Ritual, Authority,
and Cyclic Time in Hindu Kingship’, in J. FE Richards, ed., pp. 28-73; see also B. Stein,
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Reducing the discussion to the level of political relations alone, the
fundamental difference seems to lie, as I understand it, between their
respective notions of ‘parcellized sovereignty’ and ‘shared sovereignty’.
Opposition to the ‘feudal’ model® is best articulated in the model of
the ‘segmentary state’ which is currently bandied about, at least in the
circle of Western Indologists, as a major breakthrough in our under-
standing of the traditional Indian political system. The model which
is directly lifted from the analysis of a pre-state polity in East Africa
but, in the Indian context, is mixed up with concepts of kingship
derived from literature, presents the following characteristics of the
‘segmentary state’: (i) limited territorial sovereignty which further
weakens gradually as one moves from the core to the periphery, and
often ‘shades off into ritual hegemony’; (i) the existence of a cen-
tralized core with quasi-autonomous foci of administration; (iii) the
pyramidal repetition of the administrative structure and functions in
the peripheral foci; (iv) the absence of absolute monopoly of legiti-
mate force at the centre; and (v) shifting allegiances of the periphery
of the system.” In the schema of the segmentary state, as it has been

‘All the Kings’ Mana: Perspectives on Kingship in Medieval South India’, ibid., pp.
115-67; idem, ‘Mahanavami: Medieval and Modern Kingly Ritual in South India’, in
B. L. Smith, ed. Essays on Gupta Culture (Delhi, 1983), pp. 67-92. The real point of
convergence in these writings is that they view the Indian State system, whatever be
the period, as a ritual system.

°! The discussion here is restricted only to the construct of ‘feudal polity’ and to
the particular brand of criticism it has recently been subjected to. It does not take into
account the total range of the critique of the feudal formation.

% See note 9 for references to Southall’s writings in which the ‘segmentary state’
model has been constructed. The applicability of the model has been debated in
the volume edited by R. G. Fox; various points regarding the empirical validity of
its application to the Cola State by Stein have been raised by R. Champakalakshmi,
‘Peasant State and Society ...’, and in greater detail by D. N. Jha,‘Relevance of Peasant
State and Society to Pallava and Cola times’, The Indian Historical Review, vol. 8, nos.
1-2 (1981-82), pp. 74-94. I do not wish to re-examine the question of empirical
validity here, but will briefly touch upon the internal consistency or the validity of
the model itself. Southall constructs his model by drawing a distinction between the
‘segmentary state’ and the ‘unitary state’, which is, for a historian, as irrelevant as the
dichotomy between the ‘early state’ and the ‘industrial state’. If pre-state polity has
a varied range (and according to Southalls own characterization, his East African




variously worked out in the Indian context, the major integrative
factor is ‘ritual sovereignty’ rather than ‘political sovereignty’, and
attempts at explications of the concept of ‘ritual sovereignty’locate the
king as the principal ritualist. The ‘new modality of relations between
the chiefs and the King’, one writer argues in the context of the later
phase of Pallava polity, (which) ‘represents the expansion of a regional
system into a trans-regional system’ is nothing more than a shift from
an earlier ritual system, and the different foci of power nothing more
than ritual accessories.” It is the kingship which is ‘incorporative’ and,
one may say by extending this logic, whatever be the territorial spread
of the state, it is ritual space.

All this is a fine example of the study of the state sans politics. While
the analytic inseparability of ‘State structure from State ritual™ is
understandable, particularly in south India where material for the study
of such a relationship is plentiful, the subordination of the political and
economic dimensions of the state structure to its ritual dimension has
led to the inevitable neglect of two imperatives under which a state
is expected to operate: (i) stability in its power structure; (ii) resource
mobilization” which, logically, cannot be separated from the process
of the redistribution of resources to integrative elements within the

Alur polity would approximate the ‘chiefdom’ category), so too has State polity, and
to equate the State with a ‘unitary state’ is to totally ignore historical experience.
Curiously, Southall’s ‘segmentary state’ and ‘unitary state’ are not ultimately distinctly
separate categories either; they are two extreme points in the same structure, which
change positions, depending on the degree of centralization or decentralization in
existence in the structure at any given point of time (p. 260). Secondly, Southall posits
the ‘segmentary state’ as a counter-point to ‘feudal polity’ but ends up by suggesting
its applicability to a series of historical political structures ranging from feudal France
to ‘traditional states of India, China and inner Asia’ (pp. 252—4). There is no dearth of
models one can draw upon (for example, the model of a ‘galactic’state constructed by
Tambiah on the basis of evidence from Thailand), and Stein is certainly not unaware
of the curious position taken by Southall (Stein, ‘Segmentary State ..."), but the point
remains that the model is projected as a key to our understanding of polity in ‘tra-
ditional’ India. Is it that it is being used to fill in the vacuum created by the decline
of ‘Oriental Despotism’ or of the venerated tradition of East-West dichotomy?

% Dirks, ‘Political Authority and Structural Change ...

% Dirks, ‘Structure and Meaning of Political Relations ...".

% See Eisentadt, xv—xvi, pp. 7-8.
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state structure. To briefly illustrate the implications of these omissions,
too narrow a definition of the ‘core’ of the Cola territory would leave
unanswered why the Cola territorial reorganizations included appar-
ently peripheral areas like Ganga-vadi and Nolamba-vidi®® or why
territorial conquests of strategic areas and areas of resource potential
sought to eliminate existing powerholders and to convert them, in
some cases at least, into extensions of patrimonial holdings.”” The
concept of a‘core’ area as remaining permanently limited to the lineage
area in the context of a supra-local polity is untenable; its definition
too has to be seen more as functional than geographical.®* The second
omission has resulted in the postulate of the ‘politics of plunder’ as
the major mechanism of resource acquisition and redistribution®—in

% Subbarayalu, ‘Mandalam as a Politico-Geographical Unit ...".

" The emergence of Cola power had its basis in the elimination of Muttaraiyar
power in the Kaveri basin and then its penetration into Tondaimandalam. Kongu-desa,
Pindya country, Gangavidi and Venigi, to mention only a few regions, lay inside the
orbit of the Cola political interests, irrespective of the duration and fluctuations in
actual control, whereas on the fringes of the Cola region proper local lineages could
continue, although Subbarayalu thinks that the families of the ‘Chiefs’ were enlisted
for the ‘Chola army and administrative staff” (Political Geography, p. 80). For an attempt
to determine the core of the Cola dominion through a study of the distribution
pattern of Cola records, see G. W. Spencer and K. R. Hall, ‘Toward an Analysis of
Dynastic Hinterlands: The Imperial Cholas of 11th Century South India’, Asian
Profile, 2.1 (1974), pp. 51-62.

% 1 have already referred to the dispersed nodes of the Mauryan State (note 52);
in the case of the Kusanas too Gandhira in the north-west was a ‘core’ region and
Mathura in the upper Ganga-Yamuna basin was another such region (B. D. Chat-
topadhyaya, ‘Mathuri from Suniga to Kugina Times: An Historical Outline’, in Doris
M. Srinivasan, ed., Mathurd: The Cultural Heritage (Delhi, 1989), pp. 19-30).‘Core’, in
the context of supra-local polities, has thus to acquire a flexible connotation.

% Stein, ‘The State and Agrarian Order ...’; the idea has been elaborated by
G.W. Spencer, ‘The Politics of Plunder; The Cholas in Eleventh Century Cylon’,
Journal of Asian Studies, 33.3 (1976), pp. 405-19. (Since I have not been able to
consult Spencer’s publication, Politics of Expansion: The Chola Conguest of Sri Lanka
and Sri Vijaya (Madras, 1983), I can only state his formulations in the article cited
here). Spencer’s own evidence contradicts his conclusion since it shows that Cola
expansion was motivated more by strategic-commercial considerations, particularly
considerations relating to the Pindya country, than by resource acquisition through
raids. One may suggest that despite the revenue survey evidence of the time of the
Colas and the actual occurrence of revenue terms (N. Karashima & B. Sitaraman,



fact,a mechanism which is essentially identical with the one present in
the polity of the ‘chiefdoms’ of the Sangam age.'” It is indeed curious
that the postulate of the ‘politics of plunder’ has been put forward in
relation to the Cola State in which a vast agrarian surplus sustained
integrative elements in society and in which the state penetration into
growing networks of trade and exchange could diversify and expand
its resource bases enormously.'”!

The ‘segmentary state’ model or the concept of ‘ritual sovereignty’
cannot in fact resolve the problem of the political basis of integration
since a rigid use of the ‘segmentary state’ concept relegates the dif-
ferent foci of power to the ‘periphery’ and does not really see them
as components of the state structure. The phenomenon of different
foci of power was not peculiarly south Indian but cut across all major
political structures of the early medieval period,and there is thus a need
for a common perspective, irrespective of the quality or the volume of
material available from different regions. These diffused foci of ‘quasi-
autonomous’ power are represented by what is broadly labelled as the
samanta system which, although present in some form or the other
in all major polities, has not been taken proper cognizance of by the

‘Revenue Terms in Chola Inscriptions’, Journal of Asian and African Studies, 5 (1972),
pp. 88—117; N. Karashima, ‘Land Revenue Assessment in Cola Times as Seen in
the Inscriptions of the Thanjavur and Gangaikondacolapuram Temples’, cyclostyled
copy) the revenue yield may have been limited, but the real issue is whether it was
‘plunder’ or agricultural surplus which sustained the ruling and non-ruling elites of
society in eleventh century India. The answer is, of course, obvious, and studies on
both the north and the south suggest that revenue demand in the early medieval
period was on the increase.

1 R S. Kennedy, ‘The King in Early South India, as Chieftain and Emperor’, The
Indian Historical Review, 3,1 (1976), pp. 1-15.

1 A recent detailed study on this is K. R. Hall, Trade and Statecraft in the Age of
the Colas (Delhi, 1980); idem, ‘International Trade and Foreign Diplomacy in Early
Medieval South India’, Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient, 21 (1978),
pp. 75-98. In fact, the phenomenon of the emergence of networks of exchange from
the ninth-tenth centuries, which, in littoral regions, converged with those of interna-
tional trade of that period was widespread; for Gujarat, see V. K. Jain; for local centres
of exchange coinciding with centres of ruling lineages in various parts of India, see
B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘Urban Centres in Early Medieval India: An Overview’ in this
volume.
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The Making of Early Medieval India

protagonists of the ‘segmentary state’ model.'? Sdmanta is of course
a broad-spectrum category and encompasses a proliferating range of
designations in use in the early medieval period. Not all the designa-
tions emerge simultaneously, but by the twelfth-thirteenth centuries
such terms as mahdsamanta, samanta, mahamandalesvara, mandalelsvara,
rdnaka, rduta, thakkura and so on came to indicate a political order
which was non-bureaucratic and in the context of which, in the overall
structure of polity, the rdjapurusas constituting the bureaucracy had
only a limited part to play.'® The order assumed the characteristics of
a hierarchical formation, and this is clear not only in the binary hierar-
chy of mahdsamanta and samanta or mahd-mandalesvara and mandalesvara
but in the attempted schematization of the order in early medieval
texts like the Apardjitapycchd as well.'" The sdmanta in its trans-political
connotation corresponded to the ‘landed aristocracy’ of the period; in
addition, the spate of land assignments and other forms of prestation
to various categories of donees, including those rendering military
service to the state,'™ were factors which, apart from the presence of
the samanta landed aristocracy, weakened, it is believed, the hold of the
state over both the polity and the revenue potential of its constituent
territorial units,

The composition of the elites in any given state structure may have
varied, but my argument requires that we begin with an explanation
of the formation of a political structure rather than with a statement

12 Stein (Peasant State ..., ch. 3) talks of local, autonomous chiefs in connection
with the nddu, but his study of the Cola State has virtually no reference to the actual
political linkage between them and the organization of Cola power. The report
presented by N. Karashima and Y. Subbarayalu (‘Statistical Study of Personal Names
in Tamil Inscriptions: Interim Report II', Computational Analysis of Asian and Afvican
Languages, No. 3, 1976, pp. 9-20), on records from seven districts, lists more than 28
titles as ‘feudatory’, refers to their association with the administration and to distinc-
tions between these titles; for details of different patterns of political and kin linkages,
see Balambal; also Govindaswamy, “The Role of Feudatories in Chola History’.

19 For details for north India, see Yadava, Society and Culture ..., ch. 3.

' Ibid.;also R.S. Sharma, Social Changes in Early Medieval India (circa AD 500~1200)
{Delhi, 1969); a detailed study of the evidence has recently been made by R. Inden,
‘Hierarchies of Kings ...".

1% See note 24,



of its decentralized character. In other words, if the samanta system
was, as has been suggested, the keynote of early medieval polity, then
it needs to be recognized that from a pattern of relations character-
ized by grahana-moksa (i.e. capture and release) in the early Gupta
phase,'® there was a shift towards a pattern in which the samantas were
integrated into the structure of polity and in which the overlord-sub-
ordinate relation came to be dominant over other levels of relations in
the structure. The political exigency of this integration especially from
the Gupta period—and I posit political integration as a counterpoint
to the decentralized polity of the feudal model—lay in the interrelat-
edness of polities caused by what [ have called the horizontal spread
of the state society and represented, geographically, by the lineages at
their varied local bases. The exigency is expressed with some clarity
in the following quote: “The larger the unit the greater the King’s
power, and hence the greater his chances of being efficient within
his geographical scope. Hence the constant urge to conquer ..."'"7
The structure of polities was only partly based on the elimination of
existing bases of power, by the expansion of the kin network of the
lineage that emerged as dominant or by the organization of a bureau-
cracy that could connect different nodes in the structure, but the fact
that political relations were regularly expressed as those between the
overlord and his feudatories suggests that the dominant mode in the
formation of the structure was by encapsulation of the existing bases
of power, the spearhead in the structure being the overlord.

The current state of research on the political history of the period
makes it impossible to advance any generalization, from the vast corpus
of early medieval material, regarding the composition of the feuda-
tories, but two suggestions may be made: (i) since the emergence of
the overlord himself had its basis mostly in local lineage power, the

1% Allahabad Pillar inscription of Samudragupta, Sircar, Select Inscriptions, I, p. 265.
The expression means the same as grhita-pratimuktasya which occurs in Kalidasa’s
Raghuvamsam, IV. 33. And vyet, it is from the fifth-sixth century that the term samanta
comes to denote a subordinate position in relation to an overlord, L. Gopal, ‘Saman-
ta—its varying significance in Ancient India’, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great
Britain and Ireland, 1963, pp. 21-37.

7 Derrett, p. 177.
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expansion of a lineage into a supra-local power was through pooling
military resources and perhaps other forms of support of other
lineages;'® (i1) more importantly, pooling not only required a circulation
or redistribution of resources'® acquired in the process of expansion
but required a system of ranking as well. These suggestions are in con-
sonance with integrative polity, and the transformation of the sdmanta
into a vital component of the political structure is itself an evidence of
ranking and in turn clarifies the political basis of integration. Ranking
was associated with roles and services, and it may be postulated that a
correlation was worked out between such roles as those of the diitaka,
sandbivigrabika, dandandyaka and so on and ranking in the sdmanta
hierarchy.""? The gradual crystallization of ranking permeated the early
medieval society to such an extent that the status of members within
individual ruling lineages came to be expressed in terms of ranks''* and

% A detailed examination of this will prove that the basic mechanism of the
growth of the ovetlord-feudatory axis was not through the assignment of land
and the transfer of state power. The Pratihiras, for example, in the process of their
emergence as a supra-regional power received support from the Cilukyas of Gujarat,
Cihaminas and other minor Pratihira lineages; see Epigraphia Indica, 9, pp. 107-9;1bid.,
vol. 18, pp. 87-99; the reference to the samasttavikasimantacakra in the Ramacarita will
also hardly fit the suggestion that the sdmantas were basically created, K. K. Gopal,
‘The assembly of the simantas in early medieval India’, Journal of Indian History, 42
(1964), pp. 231-50. For similar evidence regarding Pallava and Cola polities, see Dirks,

“‘Political Authority ...’; Stein, ‘All the King’s Mana ..."; Govindaswamy and Balambal

(works cited above).

1% Cf. references in the records of Ristrakiita Krsna III to the distribution of con-
quered dominions among his subordinates, Epigraphia Indica, 4, p. 285; ibid., 5, p. 35;
for reference to the award, in the Cola period, of chieftainship for the suppression of
rdja-drohis, Annual Report on South Indian Epigraphy, 1913, p. 40.

10 Sharma (Social Changes ...) too uses the term ‘feudal ranks’ but not in the sense of
a system which emerges in the context of interdependent polities. Ranking is suggested
by the pairing or other forms of combination of samanta/mahdsimanta with designa-
tions which are basically administrative in connotation. For details, see Yadava, Society
and Culture ..., ch. 3, although Yadava does not view the evidence from the position
that I would like to take; also L. Gopal; for the south, see Karashima and Subbarayalu
‘Staristical Study ...”; D. Desai, Mahamandalesvaras . ..; Balambal; and Govindaswamy.

"' Cf. the interesting case of the great queen Bammaladevi being addressed as
Mahamandalesvari in a record of 1179, Epigraphia Carnatica, 12, Tm. 35; for evidence
from Rajasthan, see Chattopadhyaya, ‘Origin of the Rajputs ...’



that ranks extended to even non-ruling groups and individuals.'*? And
in terms of the social process, the transformation of political ranking
could in the long run take the form of caste ranking.!'>

Rank as the basis of political organization implies differential
access to the centre as also shifts within the system of ranking.
The description in the Apardjitaprechd, although built up around
an overlord of the ideal cakravarti model, nevertheless points to the
relative positioning of different categories of ruling elites includ-
ing dandandyakas, mandalesas, mandalikas, mahdsamantas, samantas,
laghusamantas, caturasikas, rajaputras and so on.The system of ranking
in relation to the overlord as offered in the text which was composed
at the Caulukyan court in Gujarat may be reflective more of the
text’s perception of Cakravarti power than an actual order, but sig-
nificantly, a correlation between territorial political hold and rank
can be detected in its description."™* Since the basis of territorial
and political hold was not static, rank was not static either. In fact,
even inadequate studies available so far would suggest that ranks held
by individual families underwent changes,'’> that ranks varied from

one generation to the next!® and that aspirations for higher ranks

12 Sillapani who was the head of the Varendraka-silpi-gosthi (guild of sitra-dharas
of north Bengal) is mentioned as a ranaka in the Deopara prasasti of the twelfth
century, Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 2, p. 121; a record of 1263 from Jalor refers to the
‘head worshipper’ of a Mahivira temple as Bhaftdraka Ravala, Appendix to Epigraphia
Indica, 19-23, No. 563. For similar evidence for artisan from other regions see B. D.
Chattopadhyaya, “Through the Fault of the Engraver (lipikar-dparddhera): a note on the
preparation of epigraphical documents in early India and the evidence of a Mathura
Brihmi inscription of year 5°,in Debala Mitra, ed. Explorations in Art and Archaeology of
South Asia (Essays Dedicated to N. G. Majumdar, Calcutta, 1996, pp. 215-224.

13 K. P. Ammakutty,‘Origin of the Samanta Caste in Kerala’, Proceedings of the Indian
History Congress, 41 session (Bombay, 1980), pp. 86-92. In Bengal and Orissa, simanta,
mahdpadtra, patgandyaka and so on are related to caste position.

114 R Inden, ‘Hierarchies of Kings ...".

5 For example, a record of 1151 from Tumkur district, Epigraphia Carnatica, 12, Tm.
9: the range is between Paficamahdsabda mahdsamanta and ndyaka.

16 Cf. the article by D. Shukla, ‘The Trend of Demotion of Feudal Families in the
Early Medieval Indian Complex’, Proceedings of the Indian History Congress, 41 session
(Bombay, 1980), pp. 177-183.
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were operative within individual political structures.!'’ If the idea
of ranking as the political basis of the organization of both local
and supra-local structures be accepted, then it may be followed up
for locating the potential sources of tension on the political plane:
between the rank-holders as also between them and the overlord.
Channels open for the diffusion of such tensions would not have
been many; expansion of the kinship network, itself encompassed by
the system of ranking, assignments in return for services as a means
of displacing locally entrenched lineage power or diversification of
the composition of ruling elites by drawing in non-ruling groups in
the system of ranking'*® could only create new loci of power. Crisis
was thus built into the process of the formation of the structures; a
concrete statement of the crisis as it manifested itself in individual
cases is a detail which has still to be satisfactorily worked out.

VI

Before concluding, I wish to reiterate what I said in the beginning: what
has been presented is essentially a statement of my groping for a frame-
work for the study of early medieval polity. I have said that the genesis
of the specific features of early medieval polity cannot be satisfactorily
comprehended either by isolating a single unit and analyzing the rela-
tionship of its segments in ritual terms or by the notion of decentralized
polity in which bases of power are created from above through indi-
vidual or institutional agents. If we take an all-India perspective, the
shifting political geography of the lineages of the period seems, on the
other hand, to suggest that the structure of early medieval polity was a
logical development from the territorially limited state society of the
early historical period to a gradual but far greater penetration of the
state society into local agrarian and peripheral levels, generating contin-
uous fissions at such levels. The feudatory and other intermediary strata
in the early medieval structures of polity, in the absence of a definite

7 Derrett, p. 179.
"8 For examples of big merchants and merchant families being elevated to the ranks of
danda-pati, dandadhipati and even nypati with appropriate insignias, see V. K. Jain, pp. 323



correlation between service assignments and the formation of these
strata, may thus be seen in terms of an ‘integrative polity’,'? with poten-
tial sources of tension built into the structures. The early medieval phase
of polity was perhaps in a way an intermediate phase—a prelude to the
exercise of greater control by the medieval state through its nobility
and its regulated system of service assignments, but then if the broad-
spectrum sdmanta category was a dominant element in early medieval
polity, so did the broad-spectrum category of ‘zamindars’ continue as an
‘irritant’ in the medieval state structure.'®

All this, at the moment, is essentially a hypothesis, but I venture to
place the hypothesis before you because of my conviction that histori-
cal studies progress through sharing, though not necessarily through
consensus, and that History is not only a continuous dialogue between
historians and their material from the past but is also an equally con-
tinuous dialogue between historians themselves.

19 H. Kulke (‘Fragmentation and Segmentation Versus Integration? Reflections
on the Concepts of Indian Feudalism and the Segmentary State in Indian History’,
Studies in History, vol. 4, no. 2 (1982), pp. 236-7), also speaks of integration at the
regional level but generally avoids discussing the political mechanism of integration.
See also H. Kulke’s important anthology of essays, Kings and Cults: State Formation and
Legitimation in India and Southeast Asia, New Delhi, 1993, passim.

120 1. Habib, The Agrarian System of Mughal India (Asia Publishing House, 1963), ch.
5: idem, “The Peasant in Indian History’, General President’s Address, Indian History
Congress, 43 session (Kurukshetra, 1982); S. Nurul Hasan, ‘Zamindars Under the
Mughals’ in R. E. Frykenberg, ed., pp. 17-32;also A. R. Khan, Chieftains in the Mughal
Empire During the Reign of Akbar (Simla, 1977), Introduction.
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CHAPTER 9

Religion in a Royal Household
A Study of Some Aspects of
Rajasekhara’s Karpuramafijari™

AJASEKHARA, who lived between the close of the ninth
and the early part of the tenth century, was, in many ways,
a man of the world and a man of worldly connections.!
His ancestry is made to look impeccable in his own works: he was
descended from Ydydvara-kula, a lineage which is repeatedly eulogised
in his works and with which were believed to have been connected
such eminent litterateurs as Akala-Jalada, Surinanda, Tarala and
Kavirija. In fact, it is quite possible that Akila-Jalada was Rijasekhara’s
grandfather and was a source of poetic inspiration to him.Two other

* Reprinted from P. Jash, ed., Religion and Society in Ancient India (Sudhakar Chat-
topadhyaya Commemoration Volume) (Calcutta, 1984).

! The biographical sketch of Rijasekhara is prepared mainly on the basis of
details available in the following works: S. Konow and C. R. Lanman, Rdjasekhara’s
Karparamafijari, second issue (Delhi, 1963), pp. 177-82; C. D. Dalal and R. A. Sastry,
Kavyamimamsa of Rajasekhara, 3rd edition (Baroda, 1934), Introduction, XII-XLV;
Nagendranath Chakrabarti, Rdjasekhara O Kdvyamimamsa (in Bengali) (Santini-ketan,
1960), pp. 4-23;V. V. Mirashi, Inscriptions of the Kalachuri-Chedi Era (Corpus Inscrip-
tionum Indicarum), vol. 4, pt. I (Ootacamund, 1955), pp. clxxiv—clxxvi; Manomohan
Ghosh, Rdjasekhara’s Karpiiramarijari (a Prakrit play), with translations, revised third
edition (Calcutta, 1972), pp. 65-72.



connections must have substantially enriched his direct experience
regarding contemporary elite society: (i) the association of his family
with royalty; and (ii) his marriage. Rajasekhara’s father, Durduka, was a
mahamantri, and his own connections with the Pratihira family, one of
the most eminent royal families of the period, opened up for him the
exclusive world of the courtly culture of early medieval India. He was
a Kavirgja at the court of Mahendrapila who regarded Rjasekhara as
his guru; he continued his association with the Pratihira court during
the period of Mahipila but later shifted to Tripurl which was rising to
prominence under the Kalacuris. His Kalacuri connection is curiously
reflected in a verse in the Bilhari stone inscription of Yuvarija II which
puts forward the claim that the composition of the epigraph would
evoke admiration from the great poet Rajasekhara.? Rijasekhara was
married to Avantisundari who is described as Cahiidnakulamolimaliya
in the Karpiramafijari;® the Cihamina clan was already on the way
to becoming one of the major Rajput families in the early medieval
period.*

Rijasekhara was thus, by virtue of his descent and personal con-
nections, eminently suited to assess the courtly culture of his period.
In one respect, they must have given him an opportunity to grasp the
essentials of the political and cultural situation on a pan-Indian scale.
Even if we do not consider him as primarily a commentator of politics
and culture of his time, his awareness of the key politico-cultural areas
of his period comes out clearly in the repeated references he makes in
his works to the contemporary janapadas and their linguistic, literary
and other cultural traits. It was perhaps almost an obsession with him,
so much so that a fellow litterateur, Ksemendra, could not resist making
a bawdy joke at Rijasekhara’s expense in his Aucitya-vicara-carca:

? Mirashi, p. 207.

* Karpiramadjari, 1, I1. In the preparation of this paper the text and translation of
Karparamarijari as available in Konow and Lanman and in Manomochan Ghosh have
been followed.

* See D. Sharma, Early Chauhan Dynasties (A study of Chauhan political history,
Chauhan political institutions and life in the Chauhan dominions from ¢. 800 to 1316
D) (Delhi, 1959), passim, also, B. D. Chattopadhyaya, ‘Origin of the Rajputs: Political,
Economic and Social Processes in Early Medieval Rajasthan’ in this volume.
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Karatidasanamkita-sitamahardstrikatdksaksatah
Praudhandhristanapidita-pranayinibhrubhatiga- Vitrasitah
Lafibahuvivestitasca-Malayastritariani-tarjitah

So’yam samprati Rijasekhara-Vardnasim vaichati.

Qur translation:

Raijasekhara, who has acquired marks (on his body by being bitten) with the teeth
of the females of Kamnita, who has been wounded by the sideways glances of the
fair women of Mahirastra, who has been oppressed (being pressed) by the breasts
of the mature women of Andhra and threatened by the artfully twisted eyebrows
of the beloved, who has been encircled by the arms of the females of Lita, and
who has received threats from the rebuking forefingers of the women of Malaya,
now desires (refuge) in Virinasi.

All this points to a rich possibility for the historian. As Rijasekhara
must have observed the royalty and the court culture from close
quarters, it may be legitimately presumed that his works constitute
valuable source material for the study of early medieval society. The
point is, to what extent do his works actually reflect his awareness?
This brief essay does not purport to answer this question fully; in it
an attempt is made to explore a single work of Rijasekhara, namely
the Karpiramafijari, and to analyse how trends in religion which are
a vital part of the social orientation of this period are reflected in his
work, at least at the level of the royalty. It is hoped that the sections
that follow will provide the rison d’étre of the selection of the text for
such an analysis.

II

There are a few useful references in the Karpiiramasijari to the daily
rites performed by the members of the royal household. At the end
of Act 1, the king retires to his evening worship (samjham vandidum).®
In Act II, the application of sectarian marks (fikkidd) forms a part of
the toiletry of the heroine, Karpiiramasijari.” These incidental notices
however do not really relate structurally to the play, and in the case of

* Cited in N. Chakrabarti, p. 22.
¢ Konow and Lanman, p. 242.
7 Karparamafijari, 1-12.




Karpairamarijari it is only an analysis of its central elements that may be
expected to reveal the religious nuances embedded in it.

The cast of Karparamafijari is small and stereotyped, as is its plot.
Almost throughout the play the king, who is on the way to becoming a
cakkavatti (cakravarti) is in the company of his jester and their combined
thoughts and efforts are directed to winning, for the king, the hand of
Karpramafijari, the heroine. What makes the plot significant for our
purpose is the character of Bhairavinanda who is at the centre of all
that happens in the play, and even if all that happens verges on the
realm of the supernatural, it is the element of super-naturality which
ultimately connects the play with the religious world of the early
medieval period.

Bhairavinanda enters the play in Act I and gains easy access to
the king and the queen as he is popularly reported to be an atyad-
bhitasiddhi,i.e. one who has achieved miracles’.® His maiden speech is
revealing in several ways and merits close study:

Manto na tanto na-a kim-pi jane

Jhdamnam-ca na Kim-pi guruppasada

Majjam pivamo mahilam ramamo

Mokkham-ca jamo kulamaggalagea.

[M. Ghosh’s translation:

‘I do not know any mantra or ritual, nor do I know any meditation. (But) by
favour of my master I shall drink wine and have intercourse with the wife (lit.
woman) and attain liberation attached to the Kaula way.’]®

Bhairaviananda thus makes a frank confession of his ignorance of mantra
and tantra but this negative side has a complementary positive aspect.
Bhairavinanda is primarily interested in the pleasures of the flesh
(majja, mamsa and mahild) but that they do not constitute purely secular
pleasures is amply clear from what follows. The speech continues:

Randa Canda dikkhidd dhammadarg
Mamjjam mamsam pirijae khajfjae-a

& Ibid., I, 21.

M. Ghosh, pp. 91, 193. The translation offered by Ghosh requires some form of
correction. For example, his translation, ‘My Master” has to be understood in the sense
of ‘my guru’ or ‘preceptor’, and ‘wife’ in the sense of ‘female’.
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Bhikkha bhojjam Cammakhandam-ca sejja
Kolo dhammo Kassa no bhadi rammo.

[M. Ghosh’s translation:

‘A widow or a Candila woman I may take as my legal wife. Wine may be drunk
and meat may be eaten; begging may bring me food and a piece of hide may be
my bed. To whom will the Kaula way not appear as lovely?’]*

The text thus firmly establishes the kaula-dharma or kaula sectar-
ian affiliation of Bhairavinanda. For comparison, a summary of Kaula
practices in early medieval India may be cited: ‘Kaulas believed in
trikamata which consists in indulgence in drink and meat, and worship
of Siva in the company of a female partner sitting on the left during
the rites. The kaula worshipper played the role of Siva as united with
Pirvati and exhibited the yoni-mudrd’.!! For the Kaula, Bhairavinanda,
the path of salvation is not through trance, holy rites and the Vedas
preached by Visnu and Brahma; his source of salvation is Umi’s dear
lover, through suraakeli surdrasehim.'

The relevant passage runs as follows:
Muttim bhananti Haribamhamuhd-vi deva
Jhanena Veapadhanena Kadukkidhim

Ekkena Kevalamumadaidena dittho
Mokkho samam suraakelisurdrasehim.

[M. Ghosh’s translation:

‘Even gods like Hari and Brahma say that salvation comes from meditation, recita-
tion of the Vedas and performing sacrifices. Only the dear consort of Umi (i.e.
Siva) sees salvation with love-sports and drinking of liquor.]"

Bhairavananda’s maiden speech thus appears to be of great signifi-
cance in several ways. To the Kauldcdri, Siva is not only the supreme
god-head; to him the Purinic Trinity and orthopraxy of the form
of reference to the Vedas as the fountainhead of religion is totally
redundant. That it confirms the picture of the emergence of new

' Ibid., I. 22; M. Ghosh, pp. 91, 193.

! Devangana Desai, Erotic Sculpture of India (New Delhi, 1975), p. 121.
2 Karpiramadyari, 1-24.

2 M. Ghosh, pp. 91, 193.




sects and of growing sectarian separation in the early medieval period
needs hardly to be stated. What is important is the context of the royal
court in which the king and his brahmin vidisaka become subser-
vient to the supernatural powers wielded by Bhairavinanda, for the
supernatural power operates towards an end which is the ultimate
objective of a king, namely the attainment of the status of a cakravarti.
Unlike in Rijasekhara’s Viddhasalabhafijika, in the Karpiiramafijari this
seems to happen without any military feat. Bhairavinanda produces
Karpiiramafijari, the heroine, at the court through his supernatural
powers, and it is her marriage with the king, again accomplished
through Bhairavinanda’s intervention, that bestows upon the king the
desired sovereign status.!*

Perhaps Rijasekhara was trying to offer an explanation, in line with
what was considered plausible in the period, for a widespread contem-
porary phenomenon, namely the presence of Tantric elements close to
the royalty. Tantrism permeated a wide range of sectarian practices from
the Gupta period onward, and there is a curiously ambivalent attitude
towards the practitioners of the Tantric cults among the litterateurs. The
attitude generally is one of disdain, but esoterism also commands fear
and respect from a distance and this may explain why, despite the tone
of disapprobation towards the Tantric practitioners, there was no way
of avoiding referring to them altogether. Devangana Desai has collected
a few references where the Tantrikas are spoken of disapprovingly.”
For example, in the Malafi-Madhava, the Kapalika Aghoraghanta and
his female disciple, Kapilakundali, are called canddlas. And vet in the
same play, Midhava, the son of a minister who condemns the Kipalikas,
himself goes to the cremation ground for offering his own flesh.
King Pugpabhiiti, Harsa’s forefather, is said to have visited a cremation
ground with Bhairavicarya. Puspabhiiti even offered to place himself,
his harem, his court and his treasury at the ascetic’s disposal. Kaulacari
Bhairavinanda, around whom Raijasekhara weaves the Karpsiramafijari
has thus a long ancestry and is not a creation of pure imagination.

" For the English translation of Viddhasalabhafijikd, see Journal of the American
Oriental Society, vol. 27, pp. 1-71.
'3 Devangana Desai, pp. 123—4.

[
w
-3

pioyasnoE] Aoy v ur U1y



[
w
@*x

The Making of Early Medieval India

11

Two other references in the Karpiiramadjari, to practices associated
with the ladies of the royal seraglio, are worth analyzing. One is to
the swing festival of Gaurl mentioned in Act I1.2* The swing festival
has normally aVaisnavite association but the Karpitramafijari certainly
points to the existence of its Saivite counterpart. This phenomenon
was perhaps early medieval in origin, although one cannot be
too certain on this score.”” In the Karpairamadijari reference what
is significant is not really the swing festival of Gaurl by itself but
rather Bhairavinanda’s association with it. On the fourth day of the
festival the queen pays homage to the goddess by offering Ketaka
flowers—an offering made possible by Bhairavinanda who makes
the Ketaka blossom in Caitra'™ which, unlike the swing festival asso-
ciated with Krsna, is when the swing festival of Parvati takes place.
It is believed that the swing festival in honour of Gauri represents a
vrata, spoken of as Gaurivrata in other texts, which takes place on the
third day of the bright half of Caitra." This is not unlikely because
the Karpiira-mafijari contains another and more direct reference
to a vrata called Vadasavittimahusava.® Vadasavittimahusava definitely
corresponds to Vatasavitrivrata mentioned in a number of early
medieval and medieval texts. It generally took place on the four-
teenth day of the bright half of Jyestha and was performed by
women whose husbands were living or even by sonless widows.?!
Kane has compiled some details of this vrata and it is necessary to
examine these details in order to understand the significance of the
Karpiiramarijari evidence. ‘“The procedure of the vrata, as set out in

16 Konow and Lanman, p. 246.

Y Several references to the swing festival with Saivite associations, compiled by
B. P Mazumdar, all occur in the context of the early medieval period, Socio-Economic
History of North India (1030-1194 AD) (Calcutta, 1960), p. 277.

18 Karparamadjari, 11. 7.

1* Konow and Lanman, p. 246, fn. 6; also B. P. Mazumdar, p. 280.

% Karpiramarijani, IV. 10,

P.V. Kane, History of Dharmasastra, vol. 5, pt. I, second edition (Poona, 1974),
pp. 91-4.
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the Vratdrka... and other later medieval works, is briefly as follows:
The woman should make a sasikalpa in the form: “I shall perform
Savitrivrata for securing long life and health to my husband and
my sons and for securing freedom from widowhood in this and
subsequent lives.” She should then sprinkle water at the root of the
vata tree and surround it with cotton threads and should perform
its worship with the upacdras and then offer worship to Savitrl (with
image or mentally)...’?

Vatasavitrivrata is, as all other vratas are, clearly magical in import.
However, in the Karpiramafijari, Vadasavittimahusava does not seem to
be a mere domestic magical rite, and there are several elements which
somewhat distinguish it from the corresponding vrata mentioned in
the texts. Act IV of the play refers several times® to the installation of
an image of Camundi, a Kaula-Kipilika deity per excellence,” in a
sanctuary by Bhairavinanda. The sanctuary is constructed at the foot
of a vata tree. A close scrutiny of Act IV thus easily establishes the con-
nection between the image of Camundi (a surrogate for Savitri?) and
the vata in the context of the performance of the festival. Second, the
king is invited by the queen to witness from the palace terrace certain
spectacles in connection with the vrata, and what the king witnesses
is a series of dances, performed only by women, which are distinctly
connected with the vrata ritual. The description of the item may bring
out further the affiliation of the ritual:

Yet others, bearing in their hands offering of human flesh and terrible with their

groans and shrieks and cries and wearing the masks of night-wondering ogresses,
are enacting a cemetery-scene.”

The Vadasavittimahusava of Karpiramafijari thus does not exactly
correspond to the ideal type of the vrata which Kane has recon-
structed. It has a different significance and fits in more closely with the

2 Ibid., p. 93.

¥ Karptiramarijari, IV. 19.

* Devangana Desai, p. 124. For a discussion of the reference in the Malati-Madhava
to the temple of Karila-Cimungi and her worshipper Aghoraghanta, see J. N. Banerjee,
Pauranic and Tantric Religion (Calcutta University, 1966), p. 117.

% Konow and Lanman, p. 281.
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ritual activities, throughout the play, of Bhairavinanda and with the
incantation that he offers to Camunda: ‘A dissolution of the universe
is her pleasure-house; the blood of the demons is her fiery drought;
victorious is Kali as she quaffs it, in presence of Kila, from a goblet
made of the skull of Paramesthin.?

v

In the final section of this essay it is necessary to point out that
through his use of various elements associated with the Kaula-
Kapailika rites in the Karpdramafjari Rajasekhara has not projected a
situation which may be considered universal. Nevertheless, in several
ways the play makes a significant contribution to our understand-
ing of the early medieval religious world and of the contemporary
attitude towards it. R3jasekhara has brought—one cannot be entirely
sure whether he has done so deliberately or not—two streams of
magical rites to converge in the Karpdramarijari.“The magical aspect
was basic to Tantrism,? and it was basic to vrata rites as well.?
Perhaps through effecting a convergence of these two streams in the
Karpiramatijart Rajasekhara was trying to posit a contrast between
what may be broadly labelled as the Tantric and the non-Tantric
world, although he is not seen to indulge in any direct value-judge-
ment. It has already been remarked that in many ways the early
medieval attitude towards the world of Tintrism was ambivalent;
this is understandable because of its wide prevalence as also the
character of its clientele, apart from its sheer esoterism. Rijasekhara
does not, like Krsna Misra, the author of Prabodhacandrodaya and also

% Tbid., p. 283.
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Devangana Desai, p. 145.
% Kane, p. 94, has disparaged the attempt of B. A. Gupte to find symbolism in
the vrata ritual. According to Gupte, ‘The Savitri vrata...is the annual celebration
of Mother Earth’s marriage with nature...reviving after the few showers of the
monsoon’, “The Symbolism of Savitri-vrata’, The Indian Antiquary, vol. 35 (1906), pp.
116-19. Gupte’s specific interpretation may not be valid, but this does not invalidate
the magical character of the vrata rites. See Abanindranath Tagore, Banglar Viata (in
Bengali), B.S. 1356, passim.



a recipient of courtly favour from the contemporary Candellas, offer
Visnubhakti as the panacea for all Tantric and heterodox evils;? as
one sharing the same type of clientele he concludes Karpiramafijari
with a prayer in the form of a quotation from Bharata:

‘May the forest-fire of Poverty, which day after day gleams far and
wide, which brings to naught all the excellences of men of learning,
be quenched by the rain of the side-long glances of fortune.*

# See S. K. Nambiar, Prabodhachandrodaya of Kysna Misra (Delhi-Varanasi-Patna,
1971), ch. IV and passim. The Prabodhachandrodaya also contains valuable data relating
to sectarian rivalry and the attitude of hostility towards Tantric schools.

** Konow and Lanman, p. 288. For an understanding of the sentiment expressed in
these lines, refer to the statement made by D. D. Kosambi in his analysis of Bhartrhari,
despite the obvious differences which may have existed between Bharata, Bhartrhari
and Rijasekhara: ‘He is unmistakably the Indian intellectual of his period, limited
by caste and tradition in fields of actvity and therefore limited in his real grip on
life. The only alternatives open to any member of his class seem to have been the
attainment of patronage at court, or retirement to the life of an almsman. The inner
conflict, the contradiction latent in the very position of this class, could not have been
made clearer than by the poet’s verses’. D. D. Kosambi, “The Quality of Renunciation
in Bhartriharis Poetry’, in Exasperating Essays (Exercise in the Dialectical Method)
(reprinted in Pune, 1986), pp. 72-93.The ambivalence of R 3jasekhara, present among
his contemporaries as well with regard to the Kaula Kipilika practices, represents
perhaps more acutely an attitude of compromise characterizing patronage-seeking
orthodox elements in society.
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Naravitaka, arghagta, 56

Narayanabhagiraka, deity, 141

Narayanan, M.G.S., 30n
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99,100, 101, 108, 109
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Pattanamandapika, 176
Pattandyaka, 225n



282

Index

Pattanigas, itinerant traders, 116, 118,
148,181-2
Paurava line of kings, xliv
Pavira, clan name, 89, 132
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Puri,K.N,,39n,41 & n

Pushkar, place name, 127

Pugpabhiti, 237

Pugyavarman, xli

Raghu, family of, 70
Raghuvamsam, 227n
Raheja, PC., 39n
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Sircar, D.C., xli n, xliv n, 1 n, lix
n, 26n, 27n, 34n, 57n, 65n, 71n,
74n, 82n, 152n, 201n, 203n,
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