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Guilds in Ancient India
(Antiquity and Various Stages in the Development of
Guilds upto AD 300)
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eople following the same occupations and crafts, residing at one place, cooperated with each other and formed guilds. No connected or systematic
account of guilds in their earlier stages is available. The Harappan civilization1
had fairly developed arts and crafts, trade and commerce, but in view of lack of
documentary evidence, our knowledge of the existence of guild organizations of that
period perforce remains nebulous.
Scholars are divided on the issue of whether the guild system was in existence
in the early Vedic period. Some consider Vedic society sufficiently advanced to
warrant the existence of economic organizations, 2 and take terms like sreni, puga,
gana, vrdta in Vedic literature as indicative of guild organization and sreshthi therein
as president of a guild. Others 3 consider early Vedic society as rural with nomadism
still in vogue, and opine that the Aryans, preoccupied with war as they were, could
not produce surplus foodgrains, so vital for enabling craftsmen to devote their whole
time in the pursuit of crafts. They also hold that neither terms like sreni and puga
in Vedic literature denote guild, nor sreshthi, 'guild president'.
However, division of labour under the varna system was conducive to the
emergence of guild organization. Agriculture, cattle farming and trade, the three
occupations of the Vaisyas, in course of time, developed as separate groups. The
Sudras, besides serving other varnas, took up such menial crafts as were looked down
upon by the higher varnas, while some non-Aryans, mosdy incorporated into the
Sudra varna of the Brahmanical society, too, came to form separate economic groups.
The emergence of sizable kingdoms, frdm c. 6th century BC, led to the interlinking
of far-flung areas and must have facilitated procurement of raw materials from, and
sale of finished goods in distant regions. The pooling of resources and managerial
skills could be achieved better by traders and craftsmen organized into guilds. The
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growth of towns and cities provided better prospects to artisans and made a number
of village artisans migrate to cities. The use of iron became widespread. Iron tools
and implements would have been more effective in clearing jungles for agricultural
land and ploughing fields. This would have helped in the production of grain in
surplus, enabling more artisans to act as whole-time craftsmen,4 receiving food in
lieu of artifacts manufactured by them. The introduction of writing helped in the
codification of laws and in keeping accounts while the emergence of money-economy
in about the same age gave a fillip to the growth of trade and industry, making it
more mobile. These factors were all conducive to the development of guilds.
Buddhism and Jainism, that emerged in the 6th century BC, were more egalitarian than Brahmanism and provided a better environment for the growth of
guilds. 5 Material wealth and animals were sacrificed in the Brahmanical yajnas. The
Buddhists and Jainas did not perform such yajnas. Thus, material wealth and animals
were saved and made available for trade and commerce. 6 The Buddhists and Jainas
would not have been inhibited by fear of pollution in mixing and taking food with
people of lower varnas and would have felt less inconvenience in conducting longdistance trade. As shown below, the hereditary nature of professions and the system
of apprenticeship also proved helpful in the development of guilds.
A commentary 7 on a passage of the Brihaddranyaka Upanishad8 (c. 600 BC) says
that Brahma, on the analogy of the varna system of men, created gods variously
of Brahmana, Kshatriya and Vaisya varnas and that the last-mentioned ones were
known as ganasah as they acquired wealth by co-operation. The commentary itself
is of a later (9th century) period and ganasah therein is mentioned with reference
to gods, not men. Nevertheless, it may have been the basis for the existence of
economic guilds in the time of the composition of the Upanishad (c. 6th century
BC) as there are several pieces of evidence regarding the existence of guilds in that
period.
The Gautama Dharmasutra9 (c. 5th century BC) states that 'cultivators, traders,
herdsmen, moneylenders, and artisans have authority to lay down rules for their
respective classes' and the king was to consult their representatives while dealing
with matters relating to them. The Jataka tales refer to eighteen guilds,10 to their
heads, 11 to localization of industry12 and to the hereditary nature of professions 13.
The state seems to have come to exercise some control over guilds by appointing
an official bhanddgdrika, with 'judgeship over all guilds' 14 . In the Jataka tales, besides
internal trade, there are also references to trade with Tamraparni (Sri Lanka),
Suvarnabhumi (Sumatra), Baveru (Babylonia), etc.
The Mauryan empire (c. 320 to c. 200 BC) witnessed better maintained highways and increased mobility of men and merchandise. The state participated in
agricultural and industrial production. The government kept a record of trades and
crafts and related transactions and conventions of the guilds, indicating state intervention in guild affairs. The state allotted guilds separate areas in a town for
running their trade and crafts (below). The members of the tribal republics that
lost political power due to their incorporation in the extensive Mauryan empire took
to crafts and trades and formed economic organization. Kautilya, considers the
possibility of guilds as agencies capable of becoming centres of power.15
The next phase of guilds may be bracketed between c. 200 BC and c. AD 300.
The decline of the Mauryan empire (c. 200 BC) led to political disintegration and
laxity in state control over guilds, allowing them better chances to grow. Epigraphs
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from Sanchi, Bharhut, Bodhgaya, Mathura and sites of western Deccan refer to
donations made by different craftsmen and traders. Guilds of flour-makers, weavers,
oil-millers, potters, manufacturers of hydraulic engines, corn-dealers, bamboo-workers,
etc. find mention in epigraphs. 16 The period witnessed the elucidation of the seasonality and seasonal changes in wind direction of the south-west monsoon (c. AD
46), leading to closer commercial intercourse with the Roman empire in which
Indian merchants earned huge profits. The find of a large number of coins of the
period indicates progress in money-economy, so vital for the development of trade
and industry. The evidence of the Manusmriti and the Yajnavalkyasmriti shows an
increase in the authority of guilds in comparison to earlier periods. Epigraphic
evidence of the period refers to acts of charity and piety of the guilds (below) as
also their bank-like functions (below). There is evidence to show that large merchant
guilds had some control over small craft guilds.17
Localization of Guilds
Some towns were specially known for excellence in certain crafts, e.g. Mathura and
KasT for their cloth. 18 Certain villages were named after particular crafts or occupations, such as villages variously of smiths, carpenters, fowlers, hunters, etc.19 Within
a town, there are references to separate streets or localities of ivory-workers, perfumers, florists, cooks, washermen, weavers, lotus-sellers, etc.20 Kautilya prescribes
allotment of different quarters and streets to the followers of different crafts, and
even to merchants dealing with different merchandise. 21 Localization helped consumers in making purchases, the state in administering laws relating to craftsmen
and in tax-collection, and guilds in evolving their conventions and usages and in
administering their affairs. Children of people following the same craft staying
together learnt their family craft without much effort. The segregation of the people
following one craft from another created insularity and isolation and contributed
to greater bonds among members and also to the formation of castes and sub-castes.
However, guilds could migrate. The Samuddavanijajataka refers to migration of the
carpenters of a village en masse as, even after receiving advances, they failed to fulfil
their commitment of manufacturing articles.22
Hereditary Nature of Professions
The Jataka stories frequently refer to a son following the craft of his father. Often,
kula and putta occur as suffixes to craft-names 2S , the former indicating that the whole
family adopted a particular craft and the latter that the son followed the craft of
his father. This ensured regular trained man-power and created more specialization.
The hereditary nature of profession in Indian guilds makes them different from the
European guilds of the Middle Ages whose membership was invariably based on the
choice of an individual. It may, however, be pointed out that adopting a family
profession was more common with members of craftsmen's guilds than with members of traders' guilds.
Guild Laws
Guilds had their laws, based on customs and usage, regarding organization,
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production, fixation of prices of commoditeis, etc. These rules were generally recognized by the state. The laws were a safeguard against state oppression and interference in guild affairs. The Gautama Dharmasutra enjoins upon the king to consult
guild representatives while dealing with matters concerning guilds.24 In Kautilya's
scheme, a Superintendent of Accounts was to keep a record of the customs and
transactions of corporations. 25 According to him, in cooperative ventures, profits
should be divided among members, either equally or according to pre-agreement. 26
Manu enjoins that a guild member who breaks an agreement must be banished from
the realm by the king.27 According to Yajnavalkya, profits and losses were to be shared
by members in proportion to dieir shares.28 This practice assumes significance as
it was in contrast to the rights and privileges enjoyed by people determined on the
basis of their birth in a particular varna. According to the Mahdbhdrata, for breach
of guild laws, there was no expiation. 29 "Yajnavalkya prescribes severe punishment
for one who embezzles guild property. According to him, one who does not deposit
in the joint fund money obtained for the corporation was to pay eleven times the
sum by way of penalty.30
The guild rules helped in smooth functioning of the guilds and in creating
greater bonds of unity among guild members. In course of time, the status of the
guild laws underwent change; in the Gautama Dharmasutra and Manusmriti guild laws
appear as moral codes, but in the Ydjnavalkyasmriti they are treated almost-inviolable.
Apprenticeship
Young trainees were attached to master-craftsmen in various guilds. Yajnavalkya was
the first to refer to industrial apprenticeship, which subject has been treated later
(c. 5th century) elaborately by Narada. The parents or guardians of the pupil
entered into an agreement as regards the duration of apprenticeship beforehand,
and this was adhered to.*' Epigraphic evidence shows that both Gomitaka, the
sculptor of the Parkham Yaksha, and Naka, who manufactured the statue of Yakshini
Lavaya, were disciples of Kunika.32 Though it was natural for the pupil to follow the
style of his preceptor, yet one with an innovative mind could introduce new trends.
In ancient India, the credit of successful training of craftsmen, so vital for the
development of arts and crafts, goes largely to guilds.
Guild Structure
The guild was a compact organization. It had three components—the General
Assembly, the Executive Officers, and the Alderman, each with its well-defined
sphere of jurisdiction and so placed as not to dominate or create hurdles in the
functioning of the other.
(a) The General Assembly
No information is available in the texts of the period under review about such
formalities as undergoing an ordeal or securing a guarantee of good character or
written agreement, which find mention in the Brihaspatismriti (AD 6tii century) for
admission in the guild.33 Jataka stories34 give round figures 100, 500,1000 as members
of different guilds. There is a reference to 1000 carpenters of a locality (Varanasi)
under two heads. 35 This could be because the number was considered large enough
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to make the guild unwieldy, though it may be pointed out that a few references
to 1000 members of a guild, without division, do occur.36 But, more likely, it was
due to bickerings within the guild. References to the Buddha's bringing about
reconciliation between quarrelling guild chiefs, 37 and the state appointing
bhanddgarikd3* for settling guild disputes, indicate that bickerings within guilds would
not have been infrequent. However, it is also possible that the two chiefs, though
headings 500 members each, still remained part of the same guild. The Nasik
Inscription of the time of Nahapana refers to two weavers' guilds at Govardhana
(Nasik) .39 Either one guild branched off into two because of feuds, or the creation
of two guilds was deemed necessary because of the large number of weavers there,
or one of the guilds had migrated to that place from outside.
(b) The Guild Head
The head of a guild is often referred to as the jetthaka or pamukkha in early Buddhist
literature. 40 Often he is referred to after the occupation followed by the guild of which
he was the head, e.g. 'head of garland makers' {mdlakdra jetthaka), 'head of carpenters'
guild' (vaddhaki jetthaka), etc.41 Caravan merchants were guided by their leader,
sdrthavdha, who instructed them regarding halting, watering, etc. and precautions
against robbers, etc.42 Setthis were merchants-cum-bankers and often headed merchant
guilds. They were big businessmen in cities and also held landed property in villages,
and played an important role in both rural and urban economy.43 Often the chief
setthi of the city was named after that city, e.g. Rdjagaha setthi.4* Normally the head
setthi of a city would be from among the setthis of that city. But, curiously, there is
an instance of appointment to that office of one not only from outside the town but
also outside the kingdom. At the request of Prasenajit, king of Kosala, Bimbisara, king
of Magadha, sent one Dhananjaya Bhaddiya to hold the office of nagara-sreshthi of
Saketa, the Kosalan capital.45 Setthis are often referred to as present in the king's court,
mainly for protecting interest of their guilds. The mention of setthi-thdna,46 (office
of setthi) may indicate that he also held an office in king's court. As pointed out by
Fick,47 in Jataka stories he is referred to as taking leave of the king before journeying
or as seeking permission for resigning the office, or for turning an ascetic, or for
distributing his wealth in charity.48 A Jataka mentions a setthi as a king's favourite
(rajavallabha) .49 There are frequent references to the great wealth (often referred to
as eighty crores) of the setthis.50 They were present in all important royal ceremonies
and events of state and were consulted by kings. The guild head could punish a guilty
member even to the extent of excommunication, and the king approved it if he found
that the punishment had been justly meted out 5 1
Ancient texts do not specify whether the office of the head of a guild was
elective or hereditary. There are references to a mariner 52 and a setthf3 being succeeded by their sons. A head-smith 54 was succeeded by his son-in-law, as also a setthi.55
It appears that normally headship of a guild went to the eldest son, and in the
absence of a son to some close relation, provided that the person to succeed was
himself an expert in the trade or craft; and the guild assembly, as a routine, would
confirm such successions. Succession is mentioned only after the death of the head
and not in his lifetime, which would suggest that the head remained in office lifelong. This is also supported by the evidence of two Damodarpur Copper-plate
inscriptions of the 5th century AD taken together; it shows that one Ribhupala held
the office of nagarasreshthi for well nigh half a century. 56
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(c) Executive Officers
To assist the guild head and to look after the day-to-day business of the guild,
Executive Officers came to be appointed. The earliest reference to Executive Officers
is met with in the Ydjnaval^iyasmriti.5', Their number varied according to need and
circumstances. 58 Yajnavalkya says that they should be pure, free from avarice and
knowers of the Vedas;59 the last-mentioned qualification suggests the presence of
Brahmanas in the Executive Council. It is not specially stated whether the Executive
Officers were elected by the Assembly or were nominated by the guild head.
Guild Offices and O t h e r Aspects
The guilds had their own offices. Structures depicted on some nigama sealings from
Rajghat60 perhaps-represent guild-office buildings. The house in the foundation of
which a nigama sealing was found at Bhita has been identified as 'House of the
Guild' 61 . The 'subterranean chamber' at Vaisali in which 273 of ireshthi-sarthavahakulika nigama seals of the Gupta period have been found 62 was perhaps a refuge room
of a guild office. The Harivamsa Purana refers to separate pavilions earmarked for
the members of different guilds to witness wrestling bouts, 63 each marked by banners
bearing the insignia of the guild.
There were checks and balances in the functioning of the guilds. The members
had the right to speak in the guild assembly. But a speech that was not sensible
or that created hurdles in the functioning of a guild was punishable. 64 The heads
had considerable power over guild members, but they had to work within the
framework of the usage and customs of the guild; transgression of guild rules made
them liable to punishment at the hands of the General Assembly.65 The reference
in ajataka story to a guild head offering the hand of his daughter to the bridegroom
before the guild Assembly indicates his regard for that body.66 A member harassed
by a headman could seek redressal from king. 67
Sources of Income and Items of E x p e n d i t u r e
Considerable amount of money in guilds came from the subscription of their members.
Profits earned in executing orders formed an important source of income. Fines
recovered from erring members were added to guild funds. Gifts bestowed by kings
on guild heads and Executive Officers became the property of the guilds.68 Besides,
at times, the guilds might also receive subsidies from the government.
Expanding guild activities, procuring raw material in die case of craft guilds, and
commodities and finished goods in that of trade guilds, travelling and transport, octroi
duties, wages of labour, would involve sizable expenditure. Some money was spent on
maintenance of guards for protection of men, merchandise and treasury, and arranging
for forest guards for safety while travelling through forests. m Rewarding members whose
acts brought profits TO to the guild and providing legal protection to members 7I were
also items of expenditure. Besides, the guilds spent a good deal of money on works
of charity and religious piety and in providing help to the poor and destitute.72
Functions of the Guilds
(a) General Economic Functions
The-guilds trained workers and provided a congenial atmosphere for work. They
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procured raw materials for manufacturing, controlled quality of manufactured goods
and their price, and located markets for their sale. They provided a modicum of
safety to the members and merchandise and accorded social status to the former.
(b) Functions Related to Religious Piety and Charity
Guilds made compacts to alleviate distress and undertake works of piety and charity
as a matter of duty. They were expected to use part of their profits for preservation
and maintenance of assembly halls, watersheds, shrines, tanks and gardens, as also
for helping widows, the poor and destitute in performing religious rites or alleviating
their economic hardships. 73 Epigraphic evidence of the period refers variously to
the gifts of gateways,74 caves and cisterns,75 pillars or seats77 made by guilds or
individual members of the guilds.
(c) Bank-like Functions
The reference in the Arthasdstra16 to the king's spies borrowing from guilds, gold,
bar-gold, and coin-gold on the pretext of procuring various types of merchandize,
shows that guilds loaned money to artisans and merchants. It does not contain any
reference to guilds loaning money to the general public. Guilds established their
efficiency and integrity, and epigraphic evidence shows that not only the general
public but even royalty (who could very well have made recurring grants through
their treasury) deposited money with them as trust funds on the terms that the
principal sum would remain intact on a permanent basis and the interest alone
would be used for performing some pious act of donor's choice. No deposit was
made solely for safety purpose or for earning simple or compound interest in cash.
Thus the guilds had limited scope in banking in comparison to modern banks.
A few epigraphs may be referred to here. A Mathura Inscription 79 (2nd century
AD) refers to the two permanent endowments of 550 silver coins each with two guilds
to feed Brahmanas and poor from out of the interest money. Of the two Nasik
Inscriptions (2nd century AD),80 one records the endowment of 2000 kdrshdpanas at
the rate of one percent (per month) with a weavers' guild for providing cloth to
bhikshus and 1000 kdrshdpanas at the rate of 0.75 percent (per month) with another
weavers' guild for serving light meals to them. Another inscription from Nasik of
the time of the Abhlra King Isvarasena refers to depositing variously 1000, 2000, an
unknown amount (the portion recording the figure is mutilated) and 500 kdrshdpanas
with the guild of potters, workers fabricating hydraulic engines, oil-millers, and
another guild (name mutilated) respectively. The deposits with four different guilds,
instead of a single guild, were perhaps made with a view to distributing the risk,
as a guild could suffer a set-back or even go bankrupt.
The providing of cloth by a weavers' guild and oil by an oil-men's guild were
a simple affair, being related to the occupation of the guild. But the providing of
light meals by the weavers' guild, or medicine by an oil-millers guild, involved extraprofessional work, and in such cases guilds might have entered into contract with
parties dealing with those items, paying them a major part of the interest accruing
from the deposits.
(d) Judicial Functions
Guilds could try their members for offence in accordance with their own customs
and usages, which came to acquire almost the status of law. A guild member had
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to abide by both guild and state laws. Guilds could arbitrate even between members
and their wives.81 Some guild representatives acted as members of the court presided
over by the king and advised him, particularly in matters relating to traders and
craftsmen. Significantly, guilds also functioned as courts of justice for the general
public, ^jnavalkya 82 enumerates four courts in descending order as (i) courts presided
over by the officers appointed by the king, (ii) the piiga, (iii) the sreni, and (iv) the
kula.
The Vasishtha Dharmasutra63 includes the evidence of guilds as valid in settling
boundary disputes. Manu prescribes that, for artisans and merchants forming guilds,
other artisans or merchants of the same or other guild could act as witnesses. The
jurisdiction of guild courts was confined to civil cases; those involving heinous crimes
were dealt by the king alone. 84 Though, according to later commentators, Vijnanesvara
and Visvarupa, disputes could be taken to the king's court only through the channel
of kula, sreni and puga courts, and not direct, yet, in practice, this was not always
followed.
Democratic institutions like guild courts flourish in peaceful conditions, and
the view85 that their presence in the pre-colonial era is because anarchical conditions
prevented state courts to function, does not hold water. King's courts would have
been difficult to approach by people, particularly by those living far away from the
capital, and it was sharing judicial and administrative work at lower levels by local
bodies like guilds and village assemblies that made it possible for the state to
successfully administer large kingdoms, even though rapid means of communication
were not available.
All guilds acted as courts for their members but either only important ones,
or representatives of various guilds authorized by the state, would have acted as
courts for the general public. Guilds, being organizations of people of different
castes following the same profession, would also have had some Brahmana members,
some of whom would have been Executive Officers (above), and probably they, with
the help of members or Executive Officers of other varnas, would have formed the
courts of justice.
(e) Administrative Functions
The guilds had a good deal of administrative control over their members. It was
necessary for the wife of a member of a guild intending to join the Buddhist sangha
to obtain the permission of the guild. Some guild heads are known to have acted
as mahamatras.m As stated above, the guild heads were present in royal courts,
perhaps in some official capacity. The epigraphic evidence of the Gupta period
shows that heads of different guilds acted as member of the advisory boards of the
district administration. 87
Guilds and Castes
Guilds and castes, though similar in some respects, are basically different. Guilds
were economic institutions, castes were social groups. Caste is necessarily hereditary,
but not guild membership. One could be a member of only one caste, but one could
be a member of more than one guild. However, in areas populated by people of
the same caste (above), membership of guild and caste coincided and the head of
the guild presided over the meetings of both guild and caste. But elsewhere, specially
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in cities, the population being cosmopolitan, guild membership and caste membership were not identical. Till the early centuries of the Christian era, guild-caste
equations were not rigid and literary evidence shows that some people did follow
professions other than that of their parents. It was only by the early mediaeval period
that guilds became considerably fossilized into occupational sub-castes.
Guilds and the State
Guilds enjoyed considerable autonomy, which came not as a favour by the state but
by their inherent right. The guilds safeguarded the interests of traders and craftsmen
against oppression by the king as well as the legal discrimination they were normally
subjected to. Manu enjoins upon a king, to acquire knowledge of laws of the stents
and other institutions while dealing with them. 88 Yajnavalkya lays down that such
rules of corporations as are not against sacred laws should be observed-89 Even
Kautilya,90 a champion of state control over all spheres of activity, lays down rules
for the protection of artisans. In his scheme, guilds, in contrast to individual artisans,
were granted seven days' grace for completion of deals. To protect the interest of
village guilds, entry of an outsider guild therein was banned. 91 Manu 92 lays down
that a king should employ guards and spies near artisans' shops as a protection
against robbers.
Perhaps the punch-marked coins in earlier stages were issued by rich merchants
and guilds, may be with the permission of the state.93 Since the state earned a sizable
income from taxation through guilds, it naturally provided facilities to them by
maintaining roads for transport of merchandise and perhaps also granted subsidies
and loans to them. Some prosperous merchants, as members of the guilds, or
otherwise, must have extended financial support to kings in times of emergency.
Kings honoured guild heads by offering them gifts. Guild heads were present
at important state ceremonies. The heads of guilds accompanied Suddhodana in
welcoming the Buddha, 94 and also Bimbisara in paying a visit to the Buddha. 95 They,
along with others, waited for the coronation ceremony of Bharata,96 and also accompanied Bharata to visit Rama at Chitrakuta.97 The naigamas participated in Rama's
coronation ceremony.98 The Rdmdyana refers to kings consulting nigamamukhyas "
(guild heads) and nigama vriddhas100 (Elders of the Guilds) on important matters. In
the Mahabharata, Duryodhana, feeling humiliated on his defeat at t h e hands of the
Gandhawas, was afraid facing guild heads and other notable members of the society.101
Kautilya advises the king to see that heads of different guilds do not unite
against him, and win the support of the guilds 'by means of reconciliation and gifts',
and to weaken such ones as are inimical to him.102 He also advises the king to grant
land which is under attack from enemy to the guild of warriors (srenibala)103. He
prefers state waste land to be inhabited by unorganized people rather than by guilds,
as the latter could create trouble for the king.104 In his scheme, a king in an
emergency could rob guilds by unscrupulous means.
There is no evidence of a guild or a combination of guilds attempting to capture
political power. The guilds of the period were local in character, with no central
organization. Interests of different guilds were of different kinds, sometimes even
conflicting and so they could hardly form a joint front against the state. However,
in case of contests for succession to the royal throne, they might have helped the
claimants of their choice in acquiring it.
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Guild quarrels, both internal and external, provided the king with appropriate
opportunities to interfere in guild affairs. Yajnavalkya105 enjoins that a king should
setde quarrels among guilds according to their usages and make them follow the
established path. The interference of the state in guild affairs would have varied
according to such considerations as the distance of their location from state headquarters, the nature and temperament of kings and officials, and the prosperity and
occupation of the guild.
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