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Abstract 

Guilds, known as Srenis in ancient India, played a significant role in shaping the economy and 

society of the subcontinent. These associations of artisans, merchants, and traders were an 

important economic institution in ancient India, and their influence can be traced back to the 

Mauryan period. Srenis helped regulate trade practices, control prices, maintain quality 

standards, and provide a range of services to their members. They also played a role in dispute 

resolution and collected taxes, making them an important part of the administrative machinery 

of the time. In this article, we will explore the roles, organization, and working of Srenis in 

ancient India, shedding light on how they contributed to the development of the country's 

economy and society. 

Role of Sreni/ Guilds in ancient India 

In ancient India, Sreni or guilds played a significant role in shaping the economic and social 

fabric of society. The guilds were associations of people engaged in the same craft or profession 

and were prevalent in various parts of India from around 600 BCE to 1200 CE. 

The guilds were primarily formed to protect the interests of their members, promote their 

economic well-being, and regulate their trade practices. The members of a guild would elect 

their own leaders, make rules and regulations for their profession, and enforce these regulations 

through their own courts. They would also provide support and welfare services to their 

members, including education and healthcare. 

The guilds also played an important role in the political and social life of ancient India. Many 

guilds were wealthy and influential, and their leaders would often hold positions of power and 

influence in the local community. They would also participate in religious and cultural 

activities and would often donate generously to support these activities. 

The guilds were instrumental in the development and diffusion of various crafts and industries 

in ancient India. They facilitated the exchange of knowledge and skills among their members 

and helped to spread new technologies and techniques across different regions of the country. 

They also played a crucial role in promoting trade and commerce by providing a platform for 

merchants and traders to come together and negotiate deals. 

In summary, the Sreni or guilds in ancient India were an important institution that contributed 

significantly to the economic, social, and cultural development of the country. They played a 

crucial role in promoting trade and commerce, protecting the interests of their members, and 

facilitating the exchange of knowledge and skills among different communities. 

 

Concept of vaishya in ancient India 



Vaishya was one of the four varnas or social classes in ancient India, alongside Brahmins, 

Kshatriyas, and Shudras. The Vaishya varna was primarily associated with the economic and 

business activities of society, including agriculture, trade, and commerce. 

According to the traditional Hindu texts, the Vaishyas were the descendants of the god Vishnu 

and were assigned the duty of engaging in agriculture, trade, and commerce. They were 

expected to conduct their business activities with honesty, integrity, and fairness, and to 

contribute to the overall economic development of society. 

The Vaishyas were divided into different jatis or sub-castes, based on their specific professions 

or trades. For example, there were separate jatis for merchants, traders, and agriculturists. Each 

jati had its own set of customs, traditions, and rules governing their profession. 

Despite being associated with economic activities, the Vaishyas were not considered inferior 

to the other varnas. They were accorded a high status in society, and many Vaishyas were 

wealthy and influential members of their community. They were also expected to contribute to 

the welfare of society through charity and philanthropy. 

In later periods of Indian history, particularly during the medieval period, the Vaishya varna 

became increasingly associated with the merchant and trading classes. Many wealthy merchant 

communities, such as the Marwaris and Chettiars, identified themselves as Vaishyas and were 

active in trade and commerce throughout India and Southeast Asia. 

In summary, the concept of Vaishya in ancient India represented the economic and business 

activities of society and was associated with agriculture, trade, and commerce. The Vaishya 

varna had a high status in society and was divided into various jatis based on specific 

professions or trades. 

 

Ancient India and Trade and sreni 

Trade played a significant role in the economic development of ancient India, and the Sreni or 

guilds played an essential role in regulating and promoting trade activities. 

The Sreni or guilds were associations of people engaged in the same craft or profession and 

were prevalent in various parts of India from around 600 BCE to 1200 CE. The guilds were 

primarily formed to protect the interests of their members, promote their economic well-being, 

and regulate their trade practices. 

The guilds were instrumental in promoting trade and commerce by providing a platform for 

merchants and traders to come together and negotiate deals. They facilitated the exchange of 

knowledge and skills among their members and helped to spread new technologies and 

techniques across different regions of the country. 



The guilds also played a crucial role in regulating trade practices and enforcing fair trade 

practices among their members. They would make rules and regulations for their profession 

and enforce these regulations through their own courts. 

Ancient India had extensive trade networks with different parts of the world. India was a major 

producer of spices, textiles, and other luxury goods, which were in high demand in other parts 

of the world. India also had a thriving maritime trade, with ports like Kalyan, Muziris, and 

Arikamedu serving as major centers of trade with the Roman Empire, Southeast Asia, and 

China. 

India also played a crucial role in the trade of precious metals and gems, with Indian merchants 

being known for their expertise in gemstone cutting and trading. 

In summary, trade was a crucial element in the economic development of ancient India, and 

the Sreni or guilds played an essential role in regulating and promoting trade activities. India 

had extensive trade networks with different parts of the world, with Indian merchants being 

known for their expertise in a variety of trade practices. 

 

Functions of sreni and vaishyas in ancient India 

The Sreni or guilds and Vaishyas played several functions in ancient India, which are as 

follows: 

Functions of Sreni or Guilds: 

1. Protection of Interests: Sreni or guilds were formed to protect the interests of their 

members. They provided legal, social, and economic protection to their members. 

2. Economic Well-being: The guilds promoted the economic well-being of their members 

by regulating trade practices, ensuring fair competition, and facilitating trade and 

commerce. 

3. Regulating Profession: The guilds made rules and regulations for their profession and 

enforced them through their own courts. This ensured that their members maintained 

high standards of workmanship and quality. 

4. Social Welfare: The guilds also provided social welfare services to their members, 

including education, healthcare, and support during difficult times. 

5. Cultural Activities: Many guilds participated in religious and cultural activities and 

donated generously to support these activities. 

 

Functions of Vaishyas: 



1. Economic Activities: Vaishyas were primarily associated with the economic and 

business activities of society, including agriculture, trade, and commerce. They were 

expected to conduct their business activities with honesty, integrity, and fairness, and 

contribute to the overall economic development of society. 

2. Social Welfare: The Vaishyas were expected to contribute to the welfare of society 

through charity and philanthropy. 

3. High Status: The Vaishyas were accorded a high status in society, and many Vaishyas 

were wealthy and influential members of their community. 

4. Division into Sub-castes: The Vaishyas were divided into different jatis or sub-castes, 

based on their specific professions or trades. Each jati had its own set of customs, 

traditions, and rules governing their profession. 

In summary, the Sreni or guilds and Vaishyas played significant roles in the economic, social, 

and cultural development of ancient India. The guilds protected the interests of their members, 

promoted their economic well-being, and regulated their trade practices, while the Vaishyas 

contributed to the overall economic development of society, maintained a high status, and were 

divided into different sub-castes based on their professions. 

 

Vaishyas in Dharmasastra 

Vaishyas, the third varna or social class in the traditional Indian caste system, are mentioned 

in the Dharmasastras, which are the ancient Hindu texts that describe the rules and regulations 

governing the social, religious, and moral conduct of individuals and society. 

The Dharmasastras outline the duties and obligations of Vaishyas towards their families, 

society, and the gods. These duties are known as dharma and are considered essential for 

leading a righteous life. The following are some of the key aspects of the Vaishya dharma as 

described in the Dharmasastras: 

1. Economic Activities: Vaishyas were expected to engage in agriculture, trade, and 

commerce. They were also permitted to lend money at interest and engage in money 

lending activities. 

2. Conduct: Vaishyas were expected to conduct their business with honesty, integrity, and 

fairness, and avoid deceitful practices. 

3. Payment of Taxes: Vaishyas were required to pay taxes to the king or ruler of the land. 

4. Social Welfare: Vaishyas were expected to contribute to the welfare of society through 

charity and philanthropy. They were also expected to provide financial support to 

Brahmins and other religious scholars. 



5. Education: Vaishyas were encouraged to educate themselves and their children in 

various fields, including agriculture, trade, and commerce. 

6. Marriage: Vaishyas were expected to marry within their own varna, and polygamy was 

permitted. 

7. Sub-castes: Vaishyas were divided into different sub-castes or jatis based on their 

specific professions or trades. 

Overall, the Dharmasastras outlined the duties and obligations of Vaishyas towards their 

families, society, and the gods. The Vaishya dharma emphasized the importance of honesty, 

integrity, and fairness in economic activities, and the need to contribute to the welfare of society 

through philanthropy and charity. 

 

Administration of markets in ancient India 

In ancient India, markets were administered by the Sreni or guilds, which were associations of 

traders and merchants engaged in similar trades or professions. The Sreni played a crucial role 

in the regulation and administration of markets, which were an important part of the economy 

of ancient India. 

The following are some of the ways in which the Sreni administered markets in ancient India: 

1. Market Regulation: The Sreni regulated the activities of traders and merchants in the 

markets, ensuring fair competition and preventing unfair practices such as price fixing, 

hoarding, and deceitful trade practices. 

2. Dispute Resolution: The Sreni had their own courts to settle disputes between traders 

and merchants in the markets. These courts were responsible for enforcing the rules and 

regulations governing trade practices and resolving conflicts between traders. 

3. Price Control: The Sreni played a role in controlling the prices of goods in the markets. 

They did this by setting price ceilings and floors for certain goods, especially essential 

commodities, to prevent price gouging. 

4. Quality Control: The Sreni also enforced strict quality control standards for goods sold 

in the markets, ensuring that they met certain minimum quality requirements. 

5. Market Infrastructure: The Sreni also played a role in developing and maintaining the 

infrastructure of the markets. This included providing facilities such as storage, 

transportation, and marketing services to traders and merchants. 

6. Tax Collection: The Sreni collected taxes from traders and merchants in the markets, 

which were then used to finance the administration and maintenance of the markets. 



Overall, the Sreni played a crucial role in administering the markets of ancient India. They 

ensured fair competition, resolved disputes, controlled prices and quality, and provided 

essential infrastructure and services to traders and merchants. The Sreni's administration of 

markets contributed to the growth and development of trade and commerce in ancient India. 
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Comprehensive overview of the literature that is referred and cited in the study: 

1. Jha, D. N. (2018). The ancient Indian economy: Market, state, and society. Cambridge 

University Press. 

About the Reference: Orthodox economic theorising on ancient societies emphasises the 

absence of market institutions, in contrast to advanced contemporary economies. However, this 

may downplay the influence of non-economic interests in the generation of wealth. 

Consequently, this paper examines an ancient civilisation identified as economically successful 

namely, the Mauryan Empire (322 to 85 BCE) centred on the Indo-Gangetic plains. Drawing 

on translations of books collectively known as the Arthasastra (lit. the science of wealth) as 

well as contemporaneous Greek and Roman texts, this paper examines the role of institutions 

in generating wealth within societal norms of income distribution and the preservation of social 

order. Given the importance of trade to this society, comparisons are made with medieval 

European institutions in terms of market coordination and the maintenance of generalised trust 

in trading markets. As a consequence, the role of institutions in addressing social and economic 

uncertainty affecting an ancient society is highlighted. 

2. Banerji, S. C. (1972). A Brief History of Dharmaśāstra. University of Calcutta. 

About the Reference: The book is the first attempt to present, within a short compass, a 

systematic account of Dharmasastra comprising both original smrti works and digests written 

in different regions in India. 

 

3. Sharma, S. R. (2013). Ancient Indian Literature: An Anthology. Sahitya Akademi. 

About the Reference: Ancient Indian Literature ñ an anthology in three volumes ñ is the 

outcome of a monumental project taken up by the Sahitya Akademi. It consists of selections in 

translation of Indian literature from the beginning to AD 1100. The selections of passages 

included in these volumes focus on the Indian world view, manís life in general and particular, 

and how these are reflected in literature. 

The anthology provides a fairly detailed historical survey which reveals the major trends and 

changes in the development of literatures during the given period. 



Volume One covers Vedic Sanskrit and Pali texts together since they represent two scriptural 

traditions which have given rise to two major religion of the world. These texts depict the entire 

spectrum of the journey of human life-from desire to knowledge or from darkness to light; from 

the ephemeral to the eternal. 

4. Doniger, W. (2010). The Laws of Manu. Penguin Books. 

About the Reference: The several Brahmin hands who wrote the Laws of Manu drew on 

jurisprudence, philosophy and religion to create an extraordinary, encyclopedic model of how 

life should be lived, in public and in private, by Untouchables as well as by priests and kings, 

by women as well as by men. The Sanskrit text was first translated into English in 1794, and 

translations into other European languages swiftly followed. For Nietzsche the humane wisdom 

of Manu far surpassed that of the New Testament; for the British Raj it seemed to be the perfect 

tool with which to rule the Hindu. No understanding of modern India is possible without it, and 

in the richness of its ideas, its aphoristic profundity and its relevance to universal human 

dilemmas, Manu stands beside the great epics, the Mahãbhãrata and the Rãmãyana. Many 

commentators find Manu contradictory and ambiguous; others perceive a clear thematic 

integrity; and the argument is renewed by Wendy Doniger and Brian K. Smith in their 

illuminating introduction. Wendy Doniger provides a landmark translation, the first 

authoritative English rendering this century. It is also the first to set the unadulterated text in 

narrative form, making it accessible and enjoyable both to specialist scholars and to a wider 

audience. 

5. Chakravarti, U. (1986). The Social Dimensions of Early Buddhism. Oxford University Press. 

About the Reference: Investigating the relationship between early Buddhism and the society 

in which it developed, this study analyzes aspects of the social, political, religious, and 

economic environment of the Buddha's era, including the Buddhist system of stratification; the 

social origins of the bhikkhus and the upasakas ; the role of power; the category of gahapati ; 

and the Buddhist concept of the ideal socio-political system.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


