Sreni - Guilds

Ancient Indian guilds are a unique and multi-faceted form of organisati : ,
functions of a democratic government, a trade union, a court Orl_,ustlisatlon, witich comb'mcd the
institution. The trained workers of the guilds provided a congenjial atce S 8 (ecmDlopies
hl'.ocurcd raw materials for manufacturing, controlled quality of man:fl‘osphere for work, e
price, a‘nd located markets for their sale. Though seen through the Eursgmre'd %?Ods oy
been misunderstood. It was believed that the Indian Guild system also fo?ll::ncd lr?kgs they have
feudal or the manorial system of the high Middle Ages, due mainly to sudd:J: o ur.optear;
These European guilds identified as Merchant Guilds and Craft Guilds lasted il:(;:)er?:eep:lr:acz -

until the nineteenth and the twentieth century, though probably their golden age was in the

and the fourteenth centuries. The Craft Guilds being the direct producers were more

thirteenth
e far more important and complex

?mpprtant than the Merchant Guilds. But the Indian guilds wer
institutions than the European examples.

Ancient Indian guilds have been a subject of some debate, both about their real character and

antiquity.

Historical Review
s us that "The ancient sources frequently refer to the system of
uddhist period and continued through the Mauryan period.
much as particular areas of a city were generally
desmen's villages were also known, where one

Romila Thapar (2000:73 ) inform
guilds which began in the early B
....Topography aided their development, in as

inhabited by all tradesmen of a certain craft. Tra
particular craft was centred, largely due to the easy availability of raw material. The three chief

requisites necessary for the rise of 2 guild system were in existence. Firstly, the localization of
occupation was possible, secondly the hereditary character of professions was recognized, and
lastly the idea of a guild leader or jetthaka was 2 widely accepted one. The extension of trade in
the Mauryan period must have helped considerably in developing and stabilizing the guilds,
which at first were an i ntermediate step between a tribe and a caste. In later years they were
dominated by strict rules, which resulted in some of them gradually becpm’mg_ castes. Another
early incentive t0 forming guilds must have been compf:tmon. Economlcally it was l?ener to
work in a body than to work individually, as a corporation would provide added social status,
and when necessary, assistance could be sought from other members. By gradual stages guilds

developed into the most important industrial bodies in their areas.
the entire manufactured output, they

point when the guilds controlled almost |
o meet greater demands than they could cater for by their own labour and

ently they had to employ hired labour. This consisted of two

d the bhrtakas who were regarded as free lab'our.ers _worl'ung for a
aves. Asoka refers to both categories in his edicts when
Thus by the Mauryan period the guilds had developed

; i
i i izati i-ed at least 11 the northern half of the sub-continen
o fairly lar e-scale organizations, recognize : _
;?lnot thrz)lughgoul the country. It would seem that they were registered by local officials and had a

: ' | co-operative
recognized status, as there was a prohibition against any guilds other than Ll P

"Having arrived at a
found that they had t
that of their families, consequ
categories, the karmakaras an
regular wage, and the dasas who were sl
he speaks of the bhatakas and the dasas.
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e ones entering the villages. This sy

} , > = ggests that a pui
without official permission." a guild could not moyg g,
one area 1o
another

Thapar explains that the distribution of work
living in the town but also in terms of the phy:;

glﬂjerent pans_of the town. Each sreni had its o
uties and obligations and even religious obser

were sometimes settled by srenis amon i
an entire eroup wi ng tbemselves. Social mobility amon
tatus, w fuld ge n(:glg ;::ﬁute(:] tc:hange its ritual status on the basis ofyan impfosfecmhﬁ, rto;]? :’ Whlcm
would be more easily available, since the economic opportunities for improving actual staiixusa
that the greatest activity of hetérpgmcularly in pernoc%s of expanding trade. It is not coincidental
protest was : odox sects and of religious movements associated with soci

n periods of expanding trade (Thapar 1996: 133). soct

as not only organjzed ;
cal occu Zt'or&amzc-d N terms of the professi
pation by different professions rmrms
wn professional code, working arrange .
vances. Matters relating to wider areas Lnfegit: :
pute

U.N. i i
o we?l}gzs::ult?;folrms lflls that Narada prohibits matual co.mbination and unlawful wearing of arms
. al conflicts among the groups. Brihaspati lays down the extreme penalty of
anishment for_one who injures the common interest or insults those who are learned in the
Vedas. .Accordmg to Katyayana, one committing a heinous crime, or causing a split, or
destroying the property of the groups, is to be proclaimed before the King and 'destroyed'. On the
other hand, all members, we are told by Brihaspati, have an equal share in whatever is acquired
by the committee of advisers or is saved by them, whatever they acquire through the King's
favour as well as whatever debts are incurred by them for the purpose of the group... The
evidence of the late Smriti law of guilds is corroborated in part by a certain type of clay-seals,
which, have been recovered from the excavations of Gupta sites at Basarh (ancient Vaisali) and
Bhita (near Allahabad). These seals bear the legend nigama in Gupta characters (Bhita) and more
particularly the legends sreni-kulikanigama and sreni-sarthavaha-kulika-nigama (Basarh). These
names are often joined with those of private individuals. We have here a probable reference to
the conventions or compacts made by local industrial and trading groups with private individuals

or individual members. Such documents would be called sthitipatras or samvilpatras in the
technical sense of the

late Smritis (Ghosal 1997: 603-607).

2001) Has come out with a very critical and comprehensive

Recently Kiran Kumar Thaplyal (200!
India.

study of guil
s as well the Craft Guilds were very much present and
tructure of ancient [ndia. His database is literary

logical findings. He discusses Fhe

ic period, 2) Buddhist/Jain period, 3) \
Thaplyal sketches a brief historical review
ructure, offices, accounts and tha

he guild to the state. Reference 15

d, weavers' guild, and hydraulic

Thaplyal shows that both Merchant Gu.i(l:dS

ed a vital role in the socio-economi
g\]/?gence as found in the scriptures, texts and also archaeo
institution of the Guilds in four time bra e
Mauryan period and 4) and the Post-Mauryan perio 1
and discusses various aspects of the laws, apprenpceshi p,o t
functions of these guilds. He also shows t}}e ralanonft 3 r[; o
made to the cobblers' guild, the oil millers guild, po

ineers' guild.
S : C, were more

i 6th century B
ged in the L lhe

. . . emef :
t Buddhism and Jain'sT g2 “ided a better environment

Thaplya e hat preceded them and pro

egalitarian than Brahmanism 1
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" growth of guilds. Material wealth and animals were sacri
g , . : sacrificed ;
B”ddh'?s e ‘Jams did not perform such yajnas. Thus mlefl(:'nll .
:mbd o t? i a/ble for trade and commerce. Since the ’Buddhilét i
taboos 0 pu-nty pollution in mixing and taking . sts and Jains disrepard .
constrained in conducting long dista a (;ng, food with people of lower varn [,arh ed the social
.t nce trade. The Gautama D as, they felt le
states that "cultivators, trader ’ harmas .
, s, herdsmen, moneyl irmasuira (c. 5th century BC
rules for their respective cl , moneylenders, and artisans ha o Ly e
: asses and the king was t It the; ve authority to lay down
with matters relating to them." BWaS10/cOnSl L M KEpresental i i
) em." The Jataka tal f : . atives while dealing
o ealiztion ofingd _ ales refer to eighteen guilds, to thei .
e Atoon follolis:ry agd to the her_edntary nature of professions. The Jatakalgt}g:?edsi“m
s, the former | :ilg t e craft of his father. Often, kula and putta occur as sufﬁxe: t(r)c::lru (i:':] o
the 501’1 Eollowed th‘: clrcaf;m% }iha‘; the whole family adopted a particular craft and the latterath;n
) aft of his father. This ensured regular trained ma
<vecializati S : : npower and created
p c1ahzat10n._ Here it is pointed out that the hereditary nature of profession in Indi e
makes them different fr . on in Indian guilds
st Baseid ent from t_he European guilds of the Middle Ages whose membership was
e r}; fasg on the choice of an md}vidual. It may, however, be p_oimed out that adopting a
y profession was more common with members of craftsmen's guilds than with members of

traders' guilds.

:a?;ahmanigal Yajnas. The
th and animals were saved

AS regards the existence of the Guilds in India prior to the Buddhist/Jain period, Thaplyal
informs that scholars are divided on the issue of whether the guild system was in existence in the

early Vedic period. Some consider Vedic society sufficiengysadvanced to warrant the existence

of such economic organizations and consider terms, like sreni, puga, gand, vrata in Vedic

literature as indicative of guild organization and
early Vedic society t0 be rural with nomadism still in vogue and opine that the Aryans,
preoccupied with war as they were, could not produce surplus food-grains, so vital for enabling
craftsmen to devote their whole time in the pursuit of crafts. They hold that neither terms like
sreni and puga in Vedic literature denote a guild, or sreshthi, the 'guild president’. However,
Thaplyal says that division of labour under the varna system may have been conducive to the
emergence of guild organization. Agri Te, animal husbandry and trade e tiree occupations
of the Vaisyas, in course of time developed as separafesgroups. In the Upanishads (c. 6th century
BC) there are several pieces of evidencegiegar

sreshihisasspresident of a guild. Others consider

ding the existence of guilds in that period.

od is highlighted by the extensive treatment given to Guilds by Kautilya who
bility of guilds as agencies capable of becoming centres of power. Thlap\yal

points out that the Mauryan Empire (c.320toc. 200 BC) witnqs§ed better mg'mta'm

and increased mobility of men and merchandise. The state participated 1n agricultural and
industrial production. The government kept a record of Frad.es and crafts and related transact(xions
and conventions of the guilds, indicating state intervention in guild-affairs. The state allotte

ouilds separate areas in a town for running their trade and crgﬁs. The mer_nbers of the tribal
r ue to their incorporation 10 the extensive Mauryan Empire

republics that lost political power d ; oratl
took to crafts and trades and formed economic organizations.
e of guilds in ancient India.

AD 300 as the last phas cier
political disintegration and laxity in state

led to :
de by different

chances to 8r° :
rn Deccan refer tO donations made

The Mauryan peric
considers the poss!

Thaplyal considers the period C. 200 BC to €.

The decline of the Mauryan Empire (c.
control over guilds, allowing them better

Bodhgaya, Mathura and the sites of weste
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craftsmen and traders. Guilds of flour-
hydraulic engines, corn-dealers, bamb
witnessed a closer commercial interc
carned huge profits. The evidence of
increase in the authority of guilds in
period refers to acts of charity and P

oo-workers, etc. find mcn‘:_lfs;‘[i):l:‘crs. manufacturers of

; . 1 cpigraphs. The peri
Olurse Sjth the Roman Empire i which Indian mer hPCHOd
the Mafmsmrm and the Yajnavatkyasmri; shows e
comparison to earlier periods £ L S

. ) pigraphic evj :
lety of the guilds as also their bank%lilfe lf‘i,?::;icnnscc of the

Guild Laws

Apart from their socio-economic importance, the guilds must have exercised cons
olitical influence as well i i i — cusicemhle
p . in those times as is shown by Thaplyal by quoting from the t
the scriptures at.length. Thaplyal says that Guilds had their laws, based on customs ande:lctS vy
regarding orgamgation, production, fixation of prices of commodities, etc. These rules w:?eg i
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. In Kautilya's scheme. a .
Superint_endent of Accounts was to keep a record of the customs and transactions (;f
corporations. Manu enjoins that a guild member who breaks an agreement must be banished
from the realm by the king. According to Yajnavalkya, profits and losses were to be shared by
members in proportion to their shares. According to the Mahabharata, for breach of guild laws,
there was no expiation. 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. The guild rules helped in smooth
functioning of the guilds and in creating greater bonds of unity among guild members.

Guild Structure

Thaplyal explains that the Guilds had three components: (a) the General Assembly, (b) the Guild
Chairman or the Head, and (c) the Executive Officers, each with its well-defined sphere of

jurisdiction.
(a) The General Assembly

All the members of the Guild constituted the General Assembly. Jataka stories give round
figures of 100, 500,1000 as members of different guilds. There is a reference to 1000 carpenters
of Varanasi under two heads. This cos¥@B® because the number was considered large enough 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. The Nasik Inscrip.tion gf the.tlr_ne of Naha;.)ana. refers to two
weavers' guilds at Govardhana (Nasik). Mention of bickering vylthm l;ll'ge Gultldsdls not
infrequent and it is possible that a place §admare than one Guild of the same trade.

(b) The Guild Head

The head of a guild is often referred to as the Jjetthaka ot pamukkha in early Buddhist literature.

: ' head, e.g.
Often he is referred to after the occupation followed by shesguild of which he was the head, e.g

'head of garland makers' (malakara jetthaka), head of carpenters' guild' (vaddhaki jetthaka), etc.
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Apparently the Guild ”Ci\lwscd considerable power over the members of his Cantd
chant-c ankem ers of his Cantd Sefthus
were merchant-cum-bankefs and often headed merchant guilds The guild head conid . -
€ AL iy v

puilty member even {0 the extent of excommunication ANCIENt texts 4o not seem 1 v ( !
whether the office of the head of a guild was clective or hereditamy though thers ,,, ~
references 10 either. 1t appears that normally headship of a guild went to the ;1,{,:,', , o
Succession 18 mentioned only after the death of the head and not in his lifetime -‘,‘g.,_,."“ —,

suggest that the head remained in office life-long. The evidence of two Damodarpur Copper-
plate inscriptions of the Sth centufGmAMshaws that one Bhupamd the office of Al
nagarasreshthi for well nigh half a century, supports this

-

(c) Executive Officers

To assist the guild head and to look after the day-to-day business of the guild, Executive Officers
came 1o be appointed. The earliest reference to Executive Officers is met wath in the
Yajnavalkyasmriti. Their numbe™@8ried according to need and circumstances Yajnavalkya savs
that they should be pure, free from avarice and knower of the Vedas. Itis not specially gated
whether the Executive Officers were elected by the Assembly or were nominated by the gu'd

head.

Functions of the Guilds

Besides serving the purpose of keeping the members of a trade together like a close communsy.
the Guilds undertook many useful roles such as administrative, economic, chantable and banking
functions. Thaplyal reports that the powerful Guilds performed judicial functions as well The

guilds had a good deal of administrative control over {heir members Looking after the interesss

of their members making things convenient for them was their prime concern The trained
workers of the guilds provided a congenial atmosphere for work. They procurcd raw matenals
for manufacturing, controlled quality of manufactured goods and their price, and located markets
for their sale. Although the Arthasastra does not contain any reference to guilds locaning mony
to the general public, yet there are references suggesting that the king's spies borrowed from
guilds on the pretext of procuring various types of merchandize. This shows that guilds loaned
money to artisans and merchants as well. Guilds established their efficiency and integnty, and
epigraphic evidence shows that not only the general public, even the royalty deposited moagy
with them. However, the guilds had limited scope in bankmmm“m\ks
Thaplyal refers to a few ' 2 . A Mathura InSomptioT (2nd century AD) refers 1o the
two permanent endowments of 550 smmwo guilds to feed Brahmuns and the
poor from out of the interest memey=®f the two Nasik Inscriptions (2nd century AD) one records
the endowment of 2000 karshapanas at the rat@®P8he percent (per month) with a weavers’ guild
for providing cloth to bhikshus and 100@k@rshapanas at the rate of 0.75 percent (pet month)
with another weavers' guild for serving lightareals to them. Apart from these more epigraphs
and inscriptions are mentioned as evidence in this regard. In addition to this the guilds L:l\S-’lSL\l
.1 works of Charity as well. Guilds wogked to alleviate distress and und‘cno‘ok works of ety and
charity as a matter of duty. They were expected to us¢ part of their protits for preservaton and
maintenance of assembly halls, watershedsshrines, ranks and gardens, as also tot helping

widows, the poor and destitute.
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" gesides these functions, the Guilds could try their members
own customs and usages, which came to acquire almost the s(l);t0
abln_dde by bg:?‘ gublld and state laws. The Vasishtha I)harma.s'urrauhold he evi
y ::/:sles ':lsge lfl;lgl g?llillr;(ia;ytd(lisputes. However .the jurisdiction of guildsclosr: Eicncc of guilds as
a—— ofvariOucs ed as courts fgr their members but either only impo as confined to civil
, _ . guilds authorized by the state, would haye portant ones, or
public. Guilds, being organizations of people of different castes acted as courts for general

followi .
would also have had some Brahmin members, some of whom w ng the same profession,

! ould have been E i
Officers and probably they, with the help of members or Executive Officers o? gtz:: l:tc;::as

would have formed the courts of justice.

;Tc??c in accordance with their
O law. A guild member had to

Considering the distinction between the caste and the guild Thaplyal holds that though similar in
some respects, they were basically different. Guilds were economic institutions; castes were
social groups. Whereas caste is necessarily hereditary, the guild membership is not so. 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 membership of guild and caste coincided and thé
head of the guild presided over the meetings of both guild and caste.

Lastly, Thaplyal looks into the relationship between the guild and the state informing us that the

Guilds enjoyed considerable autonomy, which came not as a favour from the state but by their

inherent right. The guilds safeguarded the interests of traders and craftsmen against oppression

by the king, as well as legal discrimination they were normally subjected to. Manu enjoins upon

a king, to acquire knowledge of laws of the srenis and other institutions while dealing with them.

] Yajnavalkya lays down that such rules of corporations as are not against sacred laws should be

] observed!-Even Kautilya, a champipn of state eontgol over all spheres of actiyity, lays down rules
for the protection of artisans. 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 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 gifts. Guild heads were present at important state ceremonie_s.
The heads of guilds accompanied Suddhodana in welcoming the Buddha, and also Bimbisara in
paying a visit to the Buddha. Tradition believes that they, "Others, waited 1
coronation ceremony of Bharata, and also accompanied Bharata to visit Rama at Chitrakuta. The

naigamas participated in Rama's coronation ceremony.

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 characte#/ with no centr?l organization. Interests of 1
different guilds were of different kinds etimes even conflicting and so they cm;ld har(i y
form a joint front against the state Aowever, in case of cc_)nte:sts for ‘S\}cce_sm}o{n to the r(I)(ya .
throne, they might have help e claimants of their choice 1n acquINng tllt ow;ve}”, thau ilya
advises the king to see thapheads of different guilds dg not unite aga;iSt tlern, c?t?es\::;r e?nimical
support of the guilds by’'means of reconciliation apd glﬁs, and to w;: ! en esem ATV
to him. He also adyi€es the king to grant land, which 1s under attack Irom y g

. - i he king with appropriate
i th internal and external, Pfov’_dejd t '
warriors in:lt:g:é ?r? gulilllde:t]’fz}ai?s. Yajnavalkya enjoins that a king should settle quarrels

s according to their usages and make them follow the established path.
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