
Chapter-2 

Political and economic history: How inscriptions tell a story 

  

Very Short Answer Questions 

1. What was the name of Capital of Magadha? 

 Rajagaha was the name of Capital of Magadha. 

2. Who was the founder of Mauryan empire? 

 Chandra Gupta was the founder of Mauryan empire. 

3. Write the meaning of ‘Piyadassi’? 

 the meaning of ‘Piyadassi’ is ‘pleasant to behold’. 

4. What is Epigraphy? 

 Study of inscriptions. 

5. Who was Gahapati? 

 Gahapati was the owner or head of a household who exercised control over all the 

member of the family who shared a common residence. 

Short Answer Type Questions- I 

1. What is the importance of the 6
th

 Century B.C. in the history of ancient India? 

 The 6
th

 Century B.C. is important in the history of India because from this period 

onwards there was a visible trends of the emergence of early states, empire and kingdom, 

the growing use of iron and the development of coinage system. This era also witness the 

rise of many religious sects, for eg. Jainism, Buddhism, etc. There was also an 

appearance of new towns throughout the Indian sub-continent.  

2. Give the names of Mahajanpadas of Magadha? 

 a) Magadha- Rajagaha 

b) Avanti- Ujjayini and Mahishmati 

c) Vasta- Kausambi 

d) Kosala- Shravasti 

e) Vajji/Virji- Vaishali 

f) Gandhara- Taxila 

g) Kamboja- Rajpur 

3. Who was the last ruler of the Mahajanpadas of Magadha? 



  Mahapadma Nanda was the last ruler of the Mahajanpadas of Magadha. 

4. What do you know about the city of Rajagaha? 

 Rajagaha was the ancient capital of Magadha and was a fortified settlement surrounded 

by hills. 

5. Name the four major political centres in the Mauryan empire. 

 The four major political centres in the Mauryan empire are: 

i) The Northern Province with its capital at Taxila. 

ii) The Western Province with its capital at Ujjayani.  

iii) The Southern Province with its capital at Swarnanagri. 

iv) The Kalinga Province with its capital at Tosali. 

6. What do you know about the town administration during the Mauryan rule? 

 For the administration purposes, the cities were divided into a number of wards. Every 

city had its own court of justice, where the judges was assisted by a number of non-

official jurors. In some cities like Pataliputra, the city Superintendent was, according to 

Megasthenese, assisted by a board of thirty members divided into five sub-committees. 

Cities were well protected by moats and fortification.  

7. Give the names of any four centres of higher education in the Gupta empire. 

 The names of four centres of higher education in the Gupta empire are: 

a) Benaras b) Nasik c) Patliputra d) Ujjayani 

8. Give the names of any two temples built during the Gupta rule. 

 The names of two temples built during the Gupta rule are: 

i) The Dasavatra temple at Deogarh in the Jhansi district. 

ii) Shiva temple at Bhumara. 

Short Answer Type Questions- II 

1. What do you know about the Mahajanapada? 

 The sixth century witnessed as a significant turning point in the early Indian history with 

the rise of early cities, the growing use of iron, the development of coinage. The period 

also saw the rise of many religious sects. But only Jainism and Buddhism have survived 

till today. The texts of religions refer to sixteen states known as Mahajanapadas. 

Although the names given in the texts vary, some names such as Avanti, Vasta, Kosala, 

Magadha, Kuru and Panchala occur frequently. It seems that these Mahajanapadas were 

more powerful than the others. All these states were situated in the valleys of the Ganges 

and the Yamuna. 

Most of the Janapadas were ruled by the kings, some known as Ganas or Sanghas. But 

these were oligarchic in nature because the power was shared by a number of men of 



influence, often collectively called the Rajas. Both Mahavira and the Buddha belonged to 

such Ganas. The accounts of the kingdom are broken and confusing. There was no 

political unity in the country. These sixteen states were engaged in internecine struggle. 

Each Mahajanapada had a capital city, which was often fortified. From about 6
th

 century 

BC onwards, the Brahamans had begun to compose Sanskrit texts known as 

Dharamshastras. These contained rules and norms for the rulers and other social classes. 

The Dharamshastras advised the rulers to collect taxes and tribute, from the cultivators, 

traders and artisans. Raids on neighbouring states were recognised as a legitimate means 

of acquiring wealth. Gradually, some important states raised standing armies and 

maintained regular bureaucracy. The others continued to depend on sepoys, recruited 

mostly from the peasantry.  

2. What was the importance of the Mauryan empire? How did the central government control 

the provinces? 

 The archaeologists found the inscriptions and sculptures associated with the Mauryas 

which were considered as the example of the spectacular art typical of old ancient 

empires. Many of the historians also found that the message on Ashoka’s inscription were 

quite different from those of the other rulers. They realised that Ashoka was more 

powerful and industrious as also more humble than most other later rulers who assumed 

high titles. 

For the efficient administration, the Mauryans Empire was divided into provinces. In 

time of Ashoka five provinces are mentioned viz., the Northern Provinces with its capital 

at Taxila, the Northern Province with its capital at Ujjyini, the Southern Province with its 

capital at the place called Swarnangri, the Kalinga province with its capital at Tosali and 

the home on the central province with its capital at Pataliputra. The governor of each 

province was styled as Kumara or Aryaputra and was generally a prince of royal blood.  

3. Write a note on Ashok’s concept of Dhamma. 

 Ashoka held that his people could not be really happy unless they led a highly moral life. 

Morality was a necessary condition for the attainment of true happiness. So he picked up 

the well-known principles of ethics common to all religions and styled them as Dhamma. 

The principles of Dhamma preached by Ashoka are found on his rock inscriptions. His 

edicts are full of passages which show his spirit of tolerance towards other religions. 

Thus, instead of giving and religious dogmas, Ashoka insisted on practice of certain 

simple virtues. He laid stress on the purity of conduct and moral and ethical values of life.  

Ashoka appointed a special class of officers called Dhamma Mahamatta. They were 

touring officers and were to see whether the people and the public servants were carrying 

out the policy of the Emperor. They were paid propagandists and their main duty was to 

work among the people of all classes and creeds. They were expected to look after the 

material and spiritual needs of master as well as slaves, rich and poor, old and young.  

4. What is the importance of the inscriptions of Ashoka? 



 The importance of inscriptions for the reconstruction of Indian History is easily proved 

by adverting the reign of Ashoka himself. The epigraphical information that is available 

through the numerous inscriptions helps us to sketch the historical personality of Ashoka. 

We learn from his inscriptions that he was until the eighth year of his reign, wordly and 

as war-like as any other king. The edicts also make it abundantly clear that the 

transformation of Ashoka into the benevolent ruler, unparalleled in history was due to the 

influence of Buddhism. The most important contribution made by the inscriptions of 

Ashoka is that they help us in in fixing with the certainty the date of Ashoka himself. The 

presence of his far flung inscriptions has revealed to us the wide extent of his empire 

besides giving us information on neighbouring kingdom and people.  

Inscriptions happen to be the most reliable first hand source of information for properly 

understanding the social history of India. The temporary setback suffered by the four-fold 

Varnas during the days of the Buddhism and Jainism in the early centuries of Indian 

history and the revival of classical Sanskrit in the AD 4
th

 Century onwards are graphically 

brought out in chronological sequence by the inscriptions. There are inscriptions which 

record the execution of the works of public utility and repair to sources of water such as 

lakes, tanks, channels, walls, etc.  

5. Discuss the evidence of craft production in early historic cities. 

 With the growth of trade and commerce, there was a large increase in the number of 

artisans and craftsmen. Megathenes places this class at the fourth place in his list of 

professions. By the time, the artisans had organised themselves into guilds. The craftsmen 

were now classified into many more classes. There were three prominent features of these 

classes namely, localisation of vocations, hereditary professions and the working of the 

artisans under their chiefs. With the passage of time, these classes of craftsmen grew into 

important institutions. These craftsmen also employed slaves to increase production. 

Greek writers refer to the manufacture of arms and agricultural implements and the 

building of ships.  

Long Answer Type Questions- I 

1. Describe how the inscriptions open the doors of history. 

 The inscriptions throw light on the socio-economic and religious condition on the history 

of ancient India. Inscriptions contain information about reigning Kings, their ancestors 

and even the common people. Many inscriptions gives information on the genealogy of 

the king which helped the historians to reconstruct the chronological records of the kings, 

the royal family and the dynasties. Most of the inscription are also dated which provide 

an idea of the period of a particular king or person who issued the inscription. 

Some inscriptions are votive in nature. Some votive inscriptions and dedicative 

inscriptions like the Sanchi inscription give information about the various donations, 

offerings and contribution made by the kings, merchants, guilds, etc for the construction 

of the Buddhist Stupa. 



Eulogical inscriptions like the Allahabad pillar inscriptions of Samutragupta talks about 

his achievements and conquests. The historians would not have much information about 

Samutra Gupta and the names of the rulers of the South Indian Kingdoms without the 

discovery of the Allahabad inscriptions. The inscriptions give some important 

information on the social condition of India. The setback suffered by the four Varna 

system during the days of Buddhism, Jainism and revival of the classical Sanskrit from 

the 4
th

 Century AD onwards were gradually brought out in chronological sequence by the 

inscriptions. Some inscriptions gives information about the execution of Public works 

like construction and repair of water tanks channels, wells, etc. For eg. The Junagarh 

Roch inscription tells us about the repair of the famous Sudarchana Lake by king 

Rudradaman.  

2. Describe the history of Mahajanapadas of Magadha. How did it rise into prominence? 

 Out of the 16 Mahajanapadas, the Magadha kingdom emerged to be the most powerful. It 

comprises of the district of Patna and Gaya in South Bihar. The Buddhist attached great 

importance to Magadha as the Buddha himself got enlightened in Gaya. Rajagaha, the 

ancient capital of Magadha was also a place where the Buddha roamed and preached 

during the lifetime.  

Rise of Magadha: 

i) It occupied strategic geographical location both at Rajgir and Patliputra. Its capital was 

surrounded by Hills which acted as a natural defence.   

ii) Magadha was surrounded by rivers like the Ganges and the Sone resulting in high 

yielding of rich harvest and sufficient rainfall was very conductive for agricultural 

practices.  

iii) Closeness to the sources of natural resources like iron ores enabled the Magadhan 

rulers to equip themselves with the effective weapons. Agricultural tools made of irons 

further increased production and aided to royal taxation.  

iv) The rise of towns and use of metallic money boasted trade and commerce that 

increased royal revenue and prosperity of Magadha. 

v) Use of elephants on a large scale in war supplied by the eastern part of the country 

added to the military power of the Magadhan state.  

vi) Magadha had ruthless and ambitious rulers like Bimbisari, Ajadashatri and 

Mahapadananda who implemented their policies effectively with the help of their 

ministers.  

vii) The unorthodox character of the Magadhan society as a result of racial mixture 

ultimately contributed towards the rise of Magadha as the most powerful state among the 

other Mahajanapadas.  

3. Discuss the notions of kingship that developed in the Post-Mauryan period. 

 After the decline of the Mauryan empire there emerged several political parties of 

different parts in the Indian sub-continent. Indian contact with the central and West Asia, 

China and South East Asia promoted an active interaction between India and the outside 

world. India was also subjected to many invasions from the foreign countries. There were 



many dynasties which had ruled the Indian sub-continents after the collapse of the 

Mauryan Empire.  

After the fall of the Mauryan Empire, numerous dynasties had come into power and 

establish their rule over the ruins of the Mauryan empire. Many Bhramana dynasties like 

the Sungas, Kanvas and the Sada Vahanas also emerged. Foreign invaders like the Indo-

Greeks, the Shakas, the Mushanas and the Parthians also establish their rule over the 

ruins of the Mauryan empire in north-western India. However, the Kushanas did not 

exercise rigid centralised control over their territories but they entered into feudatory 

relationship with the number of small kings and divided their empire into Kshta.  

The Shakas and the Kushanas emphasised on the theory of divine rights of kings notion 

of kingship which considered the king as the representative of God on earth. The 

Kushanas emperor adopted the title of ‘Devaputra’ which means ‘Son of heaven’ which 

clearly proves that the deification of rulers was clearly on the way to accomplishment.  

5. To what extend were agricultural practices transformed in the period under consideration.  

 The stability and the vast administration system of the Mauryan empire depended eagerly 

on agriculture. It was the main occupation of the people, however Megasthenes placed 

agriculture at the second place in the list of profession in the society. A large number of 

small landlords had come into existence during the time of the Mauryans. The money 

lending class began to play an important role in the growth of agriculture by giving loans 

to the agriculturalist and other related people who wanted to develop new enterprises. As 

a result of the efforts of the agriculturists, moneylenders and their related professions, 

new villages also developed. On the other hand the prosperity of the agriculturalist added 

to the revenue of the state.  

The state considered agriculture as very important state affairs, therefore it undertook 

various measures to promote the agriculture sector. For eg, large part of land were 

retained for agricultural purposes and even slaves and labourers were employed to work 

on the lands. The Mauryan emperors also undertook various measure to promote 

irrigation. Eg. The Mauryan King Chandragupta Maurya build the famous Sudrashana 

lake at Girnar district in Gujarat for irrigation which later on became a very important 

source for agriculture and further enhanced the royal revenue of the state.  

Long Answer Type Questions-II 

1. What is inscription? Explain. 

 Inscriptions are writings which are usually inscribed on hardstone or metal. They may be 

either official documents set forth by the kings and other authorities or records made by 

private persons for various purposes. They are engraved on pillars, rocks, walls of caves, 

copper plates and stone in many Indian languages like Sanskrit, Pali, Tamil, Telugu, etc. 

These inscriptions give important information about the common people. They also throw 

light on the social, economic and religious condition of the times.  

The beginning of the epigraphical studies can be traced to the end of the 18
th

 century 

due to the constant efforts of western scholars. The epigraphical branch of the 



Archaeological Survey of India was established in AD 1886 with the specific object of 

tracking down, copying and chronologically editing the texts of innumerable copper 

plates and stone inscriptions that were believed to be strewn all over the Indian 

subcontinent. The German Indologist E.Hultzach had the distinction of serving as the first 

government epigraphist. The first fascicules of the well-known journal called the 

‘Epigraphia Indica’ was brought out in October AD 1887.  

The importance of inscription for the reconstruction of Indian history is easily proved 

by adverting to the reign of Ashoka himself. The epigraphical information that is 

available through the numerous inscriptions helps us to sketch the historical personality 

of Ashoka. We learn from the inscriptions that he was until the eighth year of his reign, 

wordly and as war-like as any other king. The edicts also make it abundantly clear that 

the transformation of Ashoka into a benevolent ruler, unparalleled in history was due to 

the influence of Buddhism. 

The inscriptions give us some important information on the social condition of India. 

The setback suffered by the Varna system during the days of Jainism, Buddhism and the 

revival of classical Sanskrit from the fourth century onwards were geographically brought 

out in chronological sequence by the inscription. Some inscriptions records execution of 

public works like construction and repairs of water tanks, wells, etc. For eg. The Junagarh 

rock inscriptions tells us about the repairs of the famous Sudrashana Lake by King 

Rudradaman.  

Although several thousand inscriptions have been discovered, not all have been 

deciphered, published and translated. A fraction of what was inscribed is available at 

present. Thus, the inscriptions have provided us many information about the past 

however it is not reliable because there are many inscriptions which are not readable.  

3. Why were officials appointed to supervise occupational groups? 

 Officials were appointed by the rulers of ancient India to supervise occupational group in 

order to meet with the requirements of the people and for proper administration. The 

communication along the land and river roots was the vital existence of any empire in 

early India. Journey from the centre to the provinces would take weeks if not months 

which made it necessary for the arrangement for a group of people to provide protection 

and provision for those who were on the move.  

According to the Megasthenes, there was a specific committee with six sub-committees 

for co-ordinating military activity. One of the committee was specifically appointed for 

the maintenance of transportation and trade who were to strictly carry out the business of 

arranging bullock carts to carry equipment’s, procuring food for soldiers and fodder for 

animals and also to recruit servants and artisans to look after the soldiers. 

Another example from the story is the way in which King Ashoka appointed a special 

group of officers called Dhamma Mahamadda to spread the principle of Dhamma to his 

subjects all over his empire. In his way certain officials were appointed by the rulers of 

ancient India to supervise and control certain group of people which will help in the 

smooth functioning of the empire.   

4. How would you classify the people in terms of their occupations?  



 In the history of ancient India, we came across different groups of people performing or 

practising different kinds of occupations in the social structure. In the initial stage, the 

occupation was loosely defined, the people were categorised basing on their work or 

colour called the Varna system. With the passage of time, the mobility of the people 

became more complex and with further division of labour, many occupations aroused, 

these gave rise to rigidity in the social order as it became diverse which clearly define 

person and demarcate the people according to the work one did.  

Instances from the text: Megasthenese mentioned some list of professions in the 

society. Some of the professions mentioned by him are agriculture, which he placed in 

the second list of profession, hardsmen and shepherd at the third place, craftsmen and 

artisans known as guilts were placed in the fourth list of the profession. Therefore we 

have an evidence that Indian population was divided into seven groups namely 

philosophers, farmers, hardsmen, artisans and traders, soldiers, councillors from the 

writings of Megasthenese. In this way each group were assigned with different duties 

specified to them in the society and gradually people were given social status in terms of 

their occupation they profess.  

 

 

 


