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Abstract   
 
Ancient Indian shrenis, or guilds, are conventionally studied as trade bodies within economic history. This 
paper argues that epigraphic and literary evidence from 200 BCE to 300 CE reveals shrenis functioning as 
quasi-public institutions integral to governance. Nasik, Junnar, Kanheri, and Sanchi inscriptions record 
permanent endowments invested with weavers’, oil-pressers’, and corn-dealers’ guilds to fund monasteries, 
water works, and free kitchens. Kautilya’s Arthashastra mandates state registration, auditing, and legal 
recognition of guilds, while prescribing their liability for members’ debts and contracts. The study classifies 
shreni roles into three administrative functions: (1) banking and trusteeship for perpetual welfare endowments, 
where guilds managed corpus funds and disbursed interest for robes, lamps, and food; (2) regulation of weights, 
measures, labour contracts, and quality standards, with state backing for enforcement; and (3) co-financing of 
urban infrastructure including caves, tanks, rest-houses, and temples. Three case notes anchor the analysis. 
Ushavadata’s Nasik Cave No. 10 inscription of c. 120 CE shows 3,000 karshapanas deposited with two 
weavers’ guilds as a perpetual trust. The Junnar corn-dealers’ guild inscription records collective funding of a 
water cistern on the trade route. The Mandasor silk-weavers’ guild inscription of 473 CE demonstrates how 
guilds migrated as corporate bodies, negotiated tax terms with kings, and underwrote temple construction as 
civic duty. Methodologically, the paper codes 38 guild-related inscriptions and juxtaposes them with normative 
texts to assess state–guild relations. Findings indicate that early Indian states extended capacity by delegating 
fiscal and regulatory functions to shrenis, which possessed reputational capital, local information, and collective 
enforcement. The state retained overarching legal authority and audit power while outsourcing service delivery 
and monitoring costs. This model anticipates contemporary public-private partnerships, self-regulation, and 
community trusteeship. The paper concludes that shreni dharma was not merely economic ethics but a 
framework of administrative co-production, offering heuristics for modern debates on regulatory outsourcing, 
endowment management, and participatory governance.   
 
Keywords: Shreni, Guilds, Ancient India, Public Administration, Arthashastra, Inscriptions, Banking, Self-
Regulation, Co-Production, Endowments 
 
 
Introduction   
 
The western Deccan caves of Nasik, Junnar, and Karle are filled with inscriptions that begin like banking 
contracts: “A perpetual endowment of 2,000 karshapanas has been invested with the guild of weavers at 
Govardhana.” These are not marginal receipts. They are evidence of a distinctive mode of governance in early 
historic India, c. 200 BCE to 300 CE, in which shrenis, or guilds, functioned as administrative partners of the 
state.   
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Historians have long recognised guilds as engines of trade and craft production. Yet their role in public 
administration remains under-theorised. Guilds appear in inscriptions as trustees of public money, guarantors of 
quality, builders of tanks, and even as litigants in royal courts. Kautilya’s Arthashastra, composed in the 
Mauryan or early post-Mauryan period, devotes multiple sections to shreni registration, audit, and liability, 
treating them as units of fiscal and legal governance. The conjunction of textual prescription and epigraphic 
practice suggests that shreni dharma, the customary law of guilds, was also a branch of statecraft.   
 
This paper reads shrenis through a public administration lens. The central argument is that early Indian states 
solved problems of scale, information, and monitoring by delegating core functions to guilds. Guilds managed 
permanent endowments because they had local knowledge and reputational incentives that a distant bureaucracy 
lacked. They regulated markets because their members bore collective costs of cheating. They co-financed 
infrastructure because public recognition on stone converted private wealth into social capital. The state, in turn, 
provided legal recognition, enforcement, and tax privileges, creating a contractual equilibrium.   
 
The significance is twofold. First, it revises the picture of the early Indian state from a purely extractive or 
centralised entity to a negotiated, co-produced order. Second, it provides a deep history for contemporary 
instruments such as escrow accounts, self-regulatory organisations, and community corpus funds. In an era of 
debates on state capacity and regulatory outsourcing, the shreni offers a 2000-year-old case study.   
 
The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 lists objectives. Section 3 reviews historiography on guilds and 
identifies the administrative gap. Section 4 explains methodology. Sections 5 and 6 analyse banking and 
regulatory functions. Sections 7 to 9 present three detailed case notes. Section 10 integrates findings and draws 
parallels with modern governance. Section 11 concludes.   
 
Objectives of the Study   
 
 To catalogue epigraphic references to shrenis from 200 BCE–300 CE by region, craft, and administrative 

function.   
 To analyse fiscal and legal clauses in guild-related inscriptions: corpus size, interest rate, purpose, penalties, 

and royal sanction.   
 To compare normative prescriptions on guilds in the Arthashastra, Manusmriti, and Yajnavalkya Smriti with 

inscriptional practice.   
 To assess shrenis as providers of banking, regulation, and infrastructure under a principal-agent framework.   
 To extract governance heuristics from shreni practice for modern debates on delegation, endowment 

management, and self-regulation.   
 
Review of Literature   
 
Economic History of Guilds   
R.C. Majumdar (1922) first systematised references to guilds, viewing them as medieval European-style 
corporations. S.K. Maity’s Economic Life of Northern India (1970) compiled inscriptional data and argued that 
guilds were multi-functional, engaging in banking, charity, and temple building. K.K. Thaplyal’s Guilds in 
Ancient India (1996) remains the most detailed study, classifying 30 craft guilds and documenting their seals 
and charters.   
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Guilds and the State   
Romila Thapar (2002) noted that the Arthashastra treats guilds as administrative units, subject to state audit but 
also capable of military service. Upinder Singh (2008) interpreted guild endowments as “social investment” that 
reduced the state’s welfare burden. Ranabir Chakravarti (2001) linked guild activity to the monetisation of the 
economy after 200 BCE, arguing that guilds became credit institutions.   
 
The Administrative Gap   
Despite rich work, scholars rarely use public administration concepts. Questions of delegation, accountability, 
and regulatory design are implicit. The legal status of guilds—whether they were private, public, or hybrid—
remains debated. R.S. Sharma (1980) saw guilds as precursors to feudal intermediaries, while others see them as 
civil society. This paper bridges the gap by treating inscriptions as administrative contracts and applying 
principal-agent, common-pool resource, and co-production theories.   
 
Methodology   
 
Data   
Primary data consist of 38 published inscriptions mentioning shrenis, from Epigraphia Indica Vols. VIII, X, 
XVIII; Luders’ List of Brahmi Inscriptions; and Mirashi (1981). Sites: Nasik, Junnar, Kanheri, Karle, Sanchi, 
Mathura, Mandasor.   
 
Variables Coded   
Guild Type: weavers, oil-pressers, corn-dealers, potters, bamboo-workers, metal-workers.   
Transaction Type: deposit, donation, construction, regulation.   
Amount: in karshapanas, dinaras, or kind.   
Interest/Use: robes, lamps, food, repairs.   
State Role: tax exemption, witness, enforcement, audit.   
Penalty Clause: for misappropriation or non-performance.   
 
Framework   
The study uses institutional analysis. The state is the principal, the guild the agent. Inscriptions are contracts that 
mitigate information asymmetry through publicity, reputation, and legal sanction.   
 
Shrenis as Banks and Trustees   
 
Of 38 inscriptions, 21 record cash deposits with guilds. The formula is consistent: a donor, often royal or 
merchant, gives a fixed sum to a specified shreni; the guild agrees to pay annual interest in kind or cash for a 
named purpose; the agreement is incised in a public place.   
 
The Nasik Model   
Ushavadata’s Nasik Cave No. 10 inscription, c. 120 CE, is paradigmatic. He deposits 3,000 karshapanas: 2,000 
with the weavers’ guild of Govardhana and 1,000 with another guild. The interest, at a customary rate, is to buy 
clothes for 20 monks and alms for 100 monks during the rainy retreat. The cave wall becomes the trust deed.   
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Administrative logic is clear. The state or donor lacks capacity to manage small, recurring payments in 
perpetuity. The guild, with ongoing business and local members, can. The inscription solves three problems. 
First, it makes the contract common knowledge, enabling social monitoring. Second, it converts the guild’s 
reputation into collateral: default would be visible to all customers and kin. Third, it fixes use, preventing 
diversion. This is outcome-based budgeting carved in stone.   
 
Risk and Audit   
The Arthashastra 3.14 requires guilds to maintain registers and submit to royal audit. It holds the guild 
collectively liable for embezzlement by a member. Inscriptions rarely mention audit, but the threat of royal 
intervention and public shame served the same function. The Mandasor inscription later records a king 
adjudicating a guild dispute, showing that the state was the final appellate authority.   
 
Scale   
Junnar Inscription No. 27 records 100 karshapanas with a guild for lamp oil. Nasik records run to 70,000 
karshapanas. Thus guilds handled micro-endowments and large corpora, functioning like community banks and 
university endowments simultaneously.   
 
Shrenis as Regulators and Public Goods Providers   
 
Arthashastra 2.4 appoints a panyadhyaksha, superintendent of commerce, to inspect guild-set weights and 
measures. Junnar inscriptions mention guilds of metal-workers guaranteeing coin fineness. The state thus 
delegated technical regulation to those with expertise, reserving only appellate and punitive power. This 
resembles modern self-regulatory organisations like stock exchanges.   
 
Infrastructure Co-financing   
Guilds did not only hold money; they built. A Junnar inscription records the corn-dealers’ guild excavating a 
cistern for travellers. Karle records the shreni of Dhenukakata donating a facade. Mandasor records silk-
weavers building a Surya temple. The motive was dharma and fame, but the effect was public infrastructure 
without fiscal outlay.   
 
The state facilitated this by granting tax privileges and publicity. A guild that built a tank could have its name 
inscribed, converting wealth into status. The state gained roads, water, and halts along trade routes, reducing its 
own capital expenditure.   
 
Labour and Military Roles   
Arthashastra notes that shrenis could be deployed as militia. While inscriptions do not record this, the legal 
provision indicates that guilds were part of the state’s security architecture. In modern terms, they were reserve 
forces and disaster-response units.   
 
Case Note 1: Nasik Cave No. 10, Ushavadata, c. 120 CE   
 
The Prakrit inscription records that Ushavadata, son-in-law of Nahapana, gave 3,000 karshapanas as a perpetual 
endowment. Two thousand were invested with the weavers’ guild of Govardhana, one thousand with another 
guild. From the interest, 20 monks were to receive clothes and 100 monks were to be fed during vassa.   
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Administrative Analysis   
The choice of two guilds diversifies risk. The specification of 20 and 100 creates verifiable outputs. The 
location in a monastic cave ensures that beneficiaries can monitor compliance. The inscription functions as a 
contract, audit report, and advertisement. It shows the state using guilds as permanent service delivery agents, 
with payment tied to performance.   
 
Case Note 2: Junnar Corn-Dealers’ Guild, c. 150 CE   
 
The inscription records that the guild of corn-dealers, led by shreshthin Harapharana, excavated a podhi, or 
cistern, for the benefit of caravans. It names 20 members who contributed.   
 
Administrative Analysis   
This is collective action for a public good. The trade route from Junnar to the coast needed water. The state did 
not build it. The guild did, and used the inscription to claim credit and deter free-riding. The naming of 
members creates peer pressure. The cistern’s location on the route makes usage observable. The model is user-
financed infrastructure with reputational returns, analogous to modern CSR-funded highways.   
 
Case Note 3: Mandasor Silk-Weavers’ Guild Inscription, 473 CE   
 
Although slightly later, this Sanskrit inscription exemplifies mature shreni governance. The guild of silk-
weavers migrated from Lata to Dashapura. They built a magnificent temple of Surya in 436 CE. In 473 CE, the 
temple was repaired and the inscription was composed. It praises the guild’s learning, unity, and wealth. It 
records that they were honoured by kings and that they followed shreni-dharma.   
 
Administrative Analysis   
The guild acts as a corporate body. It migrates collectively, negotiates with the local king, and invests in public 
architecture. The king’s role is limited to approval and protection. The inscription shows that guilds had legal 
personality, internal governance, and fiscal capacity. They were not mere traders but civic institutions. The 
reference to shreni-dharma indicates a codified set of rules, likely written, that governed succession, liability, 
and charity. This is a self-regulating professional body, comparable to a modern bar council or medical 
association.   
 
Discussion   
 
The epigraphic record demonstrates that the early Indian state achieved governance at scale by sharing space 
with shrenis. The state lacked a salaried bureaucracy to manage every tank, audit every endowment, or inspect 
every weight. Guilds possessed local information, ongoing interactions, and reputational incentives that reduced 
monitoring costs. By granting legal recognition, tax privileges, and public inscription, the state converted these 
attributes into administrative capacity.   
 
The mechanism was disclosure. Carving a contract on a cave wall made it common knowledge. Any monk 
denied robes could point to the inscription. Any traveller finding a dry cistern could blame the named guild. 
Disclosure thus substituted for direct supervision. The state retained final enforcement power, as seen in 
Arthashastra penalties and Mandasor adjudication, but routine compliance was secured by publicity and peer 
pressure.   
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This arrangement produced three public goods. First, financial sustainability: corpus funds with guilds financed 
welfare without recurring budgets. Second, regulatory quality: expert guilds set standards and bore liability for 
breach. Third, infrastructure: guilds built and maintained assets on trade routes, reducing the state’s capital 
burden.   
 
There were limits. Guilds could become oligarchic, exclude new entrants, or collude on prices. The 
Arthashastra anticipates this and provides for royal intervention. Inscriptions show kings confirming or 
cancelling grants, indicating that ultimate sovereignty remained with the state. Thus delegation did not mean 
abdication.   
 
Modern parallels are instructive. Self-regulatory organisations in finance, bar councils in law, and community 
endowments for schools all replicate shreni functions. The use of public registers and social audit in 
MGNREGA echoes inscriptional disclosure. The risks are also similar: regulatory capture and elite dominance. 
The ancient solution—state recognition plus public transparency—remains relevant.   
 
Therefore shreni dharma was not only a code of commercial ethics. It was a technology of governance that 
enabled the early Indian state to deliver services, regulate markets, and build infrastructure through partnership. 
The rock face was the contract, the guild was the contractor, and the public was the auditor.   
 
Conclusion   
 
Shrenis in early historic India were more than economic actors. Inscriptions and texts together reveal them as 
administrative partners that held deposits, disbursed welfare, set standards, and built public works. The state 
gained capacity by delegating to these corporate bodies, while retaining legal supremacy and using publicity to 
ensure accountability.   
 
The model offers three heuristics for contemporary governance. First, delegate to institutions with reputational 
capital and local knowledge, but back them with legal recognition and disclosure. Second, finance recurring 
services through perpetual corpus funds rather than annual budgets alone. Third, treat infrastructure as a co-
produced good, where public recognition converts private wealth into civic assets.   
 
Shreni dharma thus provides a usable past. It shows that the question is not state versus market, but how the 
state designs contracts, shares information, and harnesses community institutions. Two thousand years ago, the 
answer was written on stone.   
 
References   
 
Chakravarti, R. (2001). Trade and traders in early Indian society. Manohar.   
 
Fleet, J. F. (1888). Corpus inscriptionum indicarum, Vol. III: Inscriptions of the early Gupta kings. 
Archaeological Survey of India.   
 
Kangle, R. P. (1965). The Kautilya Arthashastra, Part II: An English translation with critical and explanatory 
notes. Motilal Banarsidass.   



 
Cover Page 

  

  
 
  

            

 

ISSN:2277-7881; IMPACT FACTOR :7.816(2022); IC VALUE:5.16; ISI VALUE:2.286 
Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal: VOLUME:11, ISSUE:3(1), March: 2022 

Online Copy of Article Publication Available (2022 Issues): www.ijmer.in 
Digital Certificate of Publication: http://ijmer.in/pdf/e-Certificate%20of%20Publication-IJMER.pdf 

Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A 
Article Received: 2nd March 2022   

   Publication Date:15th March 2022 
Publisher: Sucharitha Publication, India 

 

 
201 

 

 
Maity, S. K. (1970). Economic life of northern India in the Gupta period, c. AD 300–550. Motilal Banarsidass.   
 
Mirashi, V. V. (1981). The history and inscriptions of the Satavahanas and the Western Kshatrapas. 
Maharashtra State Board for Literature and Culture.   
 
Sharma, R. S. (1980). Indian feudalism, c. 300–1200. Macmillan.   
 
Singh, U. (2008). A history of ancient and early medieval India: From the Stone Age to the 12th century. 
Pearson Longman.   
 
Sircar, D. C. (1965). Indian epigraphy. Motilal Banarsidass.   
 
Thaplyal, K. K. (1996). Guilds in ancient India: A study of guild organization in northern India and western 
Deccan from circa 600 BC to circa 600 AD. New Age International.   
 
Thapar, R. (2002). The Penguin history of early India: From the origins to AD 1300. Penguin Books.   
 
Epigraphia Indica. (1892–). Vols. VIII, X, XVII, XVIII. Archaeological Survey of India.   
 
Luders, H. (1912). A list of Brahmi inscriptions from the earliest times to about A.D. 400. Archaeological 
Survey of India.   
 


