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Abstract

Governance in ancient India evolved from tribal assemblies of the Vedic age to large empires and highly decentralized
local institutions of the early medieval period. These traditions were shaped not only by political realities but also by
ethical ideals found in epics such as the Ramayana and Mahabharata, which articulated principles of righteous rule
(raja dharma), justice, and welfare. The egalitarian spirit of early Vedic polity, the village-level engagement of rulers
like Bimbisara, oligarchic republics like the Vrijjis and Malls, popular reaction to exploitative rule under the Nanas,
and Asoka’s welfare-oriented paternal despotism all reveal a long-standing Indian concern with moral authority and
public legitimacy. Post-Maryann decentralization, the Gupta emphasis on local governance, Hirsh’s public
engagement, and the vibrant democratic traditions of South Indian institutions under the Pal lavas and Cholas further
highlight India’s rich administrative heritage. The Kannagi—Pandya episode in Tamil tradition underscores justice as
the foundation of legitimate governance. This paper surveys these diverse traditions, integrating literary and
inscriptional sources, and identifies enduring lessons: participatory administration, ethical leadership, welfare
orientation, justice, decentralization, and engagement with local communities.

1. Introduction

Ancient India developed a wide spectrum of governance models—from tribal republics and pastoral assemblies to
centralized empires and autonomous village bodies. These institutions were influenced by socio-economic change,
philosophical thought, and the ethical foundations laid in religious and literary texts. Epics such as the Ramayana and
Mahabharata provided normative frameworks for kingship and justice, while Buddhist and Jain traditions contributed
moral and administrative principles. This paper traces these developments, weaving together textual, archaeological,
and inscriptional evidence to reflect on governance and draw lessons for the present.

2. Egalitarian Polity of Vedic Times

The early Vedic polity was marked by egalitarianism, participatory decision-making, and collective authority.
Institutions such as the sabha and samiti deliberated on social, ritual, and political matters. The king or rajan functioned
not as an autocrat but as a leader whose authority depended on popular approval.
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Women’s Participation: The Sabhavati

The participation of women—referred to as Sabhavatis—in these assemblies points to an inclusive political culture
where women’s counsel was valued in community decisions. This early phase emphasises a crucial lesson: governance
rooted in participation and consensus fosters social cohesion.

3. Governance Ideals in the Epics: Ramayana and Mahabharata
Ramayana and the Model of Rama-Rajya

The Ramayana presents Rama as an ideal king whose rule (Rama-rajya) epitomises justice, welfare, and public
accountability. Key governance values include

« Dharma as the basis of kingship

« Listening to public opinion

« Equitable taxation and protection of the weak
« The king as trustee of the people’s welfare

Mahabharata and Raja dharma

The Mahabharata elaborates rajadharma in the Shanti Parva, outlining

3

*

Duties of the king

Importance of councils and advisors
Consultation, justice, and rule of law
Ethical limits on royal power

3

*

X3

*

X3

*

These epics reveal that governance in ancient India was deeply rooted in moral and ethical principles.
4. Bimbisara and Grassroots Interaction

Bimbisara’s direct interaction with village headmen shows the recognition of local leadership. This reflects the epic
ideal of the king being accessible to the people, similar to Rama’s and Yudhishthira’s engagement with their subjects.

5. Oligarchic Republics: Vrijjis, Mallas, and Others

Republics such as the Vrijjis and Mallas followed collective governance. Their assemblies, elected leadership, and
deliberative procedures resemble the consultative spirit emphasized in the epics.

6. Popular Reaction against the Nandas and Rise of Chandra gupta

The oppressive taxation of the Nandas led to widespread resentment. Chandragupta Maurya used this popular anger
to overthrow them. This reinforces the timeless idea that unjust rule destroys legitimacy—an idea echoed in both epics
and the Tamil story of Kannagi.

7. Asoka’s Paternal Despotism, Dhamma, and Welfarism

Asoka transformed kingship by grounding it in Dhamma—non-violence, compassion, and moral responsibility.

44

Presented in National Seminar on "Viksit Bharat @ 2047: Public Policy, Governance & Digital Transformation' on 24-
25, November 2025, GDC, Khairatabad, Hyderabad, T.G.


http://www.ijrssh.com/
http://www.ijrssh.com/

International Journal of Research in Social Sciences and Humanities http://www.ijrssh.com

(IJRSSH) 2025, Vol. No. 15, Special Issue No. VI e-ISSN: 2249-4642 p-ISSN: 2454-4671

*» Asoka’s dhamma tours mirrored Rama’s engagement with subjects.
<  Welfare measures included medical care for humans and animals, wells, and rest houses.
« Asoka’s inscriptions emphasize justice and accountability of officials.

8. Buddhist Ideas of Governance
Buddhism introduced principles such as

+«* The Dharmaraja (moral king)
+ Consensus-based decision-making in the Sangha
+ Non-violence, compassion, and welfare

These aligned closely with Asoka’s rule and the epic ideals of righteous governance.
9. Importance of Justice: The Kannagi—Pandya Episode

In Silappadikaram, Kannagi proves her husband’s innocence after his wrongful execution by the Pandya king. The
king collapses in grief, recognizing that:

« Justice is the foundation of kingship
«* A ruler must verify truth before punishment
+« Injustice destroys royal legitimacy

This episode is one of the clearest illustrations of justice as the soul of governance.
10. Decentralization in post-Mauryan Times

After the Mauryas, regional polities increasingly relied on:

X3

*

Village councils
Guilds

Local chiefs
Temple institutions

X3

*

X3

*

X3

*

Decentralization became a key feature of governance, ensuring resilience in diverse regions.
11. Gupta Administration and Local Participation
Gupta inscriptions reveal vibrant local bodies such as
« Sabhas
«  Samitis
«  Merchant guilds

These bodies managed taxation, irrigation, local justice, and public works. Administrative power was shared widely,
demonstrating trust in local institutions.

12. Harsha’s Administration, Tours, and Charity

Harsha regularly toured his kingdom, hearing grievances and distributing wealth as a form of redistributive justice.
His governance echoed epic values—ethical kingship and welfare orientation.
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13. Southern Traditions: Sangam Age, Pallavas, and Cholas
Sangam literature describes assemblies such as Manram and Ambalam, reflecting democratic practices.
Under the Pallavas and Cholas

+ Ur (common assembly)
+« Sabha (Brahmin assembly)
« Nagaram (merchant guild)

These institutions had elected members, audits, and committee-based administration—remarkably modern in nature.
14. Land Grants as Tools of Decentralization

Land grants to Brahmins, temples, and officials expanded agriculture and delegated administrative authority. They
fostered localised governance and rural development.

15. Lessons from Ancient Indian Governance:

< Justice is the basis of political legitimacy.
< Participation strengthens governance.

< Ethical leadership sustains trust.

% Welfare-oriented governance is ideal.

< Decentralization ensures resilience.

» Public engagement builds accountability.

*

16. Conclusion

Ancient Indian governance represents a fusion of ethical, participatory, and decentralised traditions. The ideals of the
epics, the justice exemplified in the Kannagi story, the administrative sophistication of the Mauryas, Guptas, Pallavas,
and Cholas, and the democratic spirit of early assemblies all offer timeless lessons for building a just and inclusive
polity today.
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