Section 1 – Introduction: Context, Purpose, and Method

(~700 words)
R.S. Sharma’s Origin of the State in India is the published version of his D.D. Kosambi Memorial Lectures delivered in 1987, later brought out in book form in 1989. It is a compact yet wide-ranging work that engages with one of the most important questions in ancient Indian history: how and why did early human societies in the Indian subcontinent evolve from kin-based, tribal organizations into complex, centralized states? Sharma approaches this question not simply as a matter of political theory or philosophical speculation, but as a historical process rooted in material conditions and social transformations.

Sharma’s work stands apart from earlier interpretations that emphasized divine sanction, metaphysical principles, or timeless cultural traits as the primary causes of political change. The older, “idealist” historiography tended to portray the Indian state as an almost unchanging institution, supposedly based on eternal concepts like dharma or varna, and emerging fully formed out of an ancient religious worldview. Sharma challenges these narratives, aligning instead with a materialist and historical method influenced by Marxist historiography and by D.D. Kosambi’s own approach to the ancient past. For Sharma, the state is a human creation, a historically specific institution shaped by the forces of production, patterns of surplus appropriation, and the contradictions of social organization.

The Central Problem

Sharma begins by clarifying that “state” is not synonymous with “government” or “kingdom.” While governments and rulers existed in many pre-state societies, the defining characteristic of the state is the existence of a coercive apparatus that enforces the authority of a ruling class over a specific territory and population, sustained by regularized extraction of surplus from producers. The state is distinguished from tribal chiefdoms by its institutional permanence, impersonal administration, legal codification, and separation of political authority from kinship ties.

This distinction is critical in the Indian context, where some historians have conflated early tribal chieftainship (as described in the Rigveda) with a fully developed state. Sharma insists that the early Vedic rajan was not yet a state ruler in the true sense; his powers were circumscribed by clan assemblies (sabha and samiti), and his control over surplus and coercive force was limited. The emergence of the state in India, therefore, must be located in the gradual erosion of these constraints and the consolidation of hereditary, territorial kingship supported by a standing military and an administrative apparatus.

Methodological Approach

Sharma’s approach is interdisciplinary, combining:

1. Archaeological Evidence – Settlement patterns, craft specialization, fortifications, and material culture from the Painted Grey Ware (PGW) and Northern Black Polished Ware (NBPW) phases, as well as data on iron technology, are used to reconstruct the economic base of early states.

2. Textual Sources – Vedic hymns, Brahmanas, early Buddhist texts like the Anguttara Nikaya, Jain literature, the Arthashastra, and Dharmashastras provide insights into political institutions, taxation, law, and ideological legitimation.

3. Epigraphic Evidence – Ashokan edicts and later inscriptions give direct testimony to administrative practices, territorial reach, and royal ideology.

4. Comparative History – Parallels with early state formation in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and China illuminate common processes (such as surplus extraction and class stratification) while highlighting unique Indian features.

Through these sources, Sharma reconstructs the dynamic interplay of economic change, social differentiation, military organization, and ideological reinforcement that brought about the state in India.

Rejecting “Timeless India”

A key thrust of Sharma’s introduction is to reject the notion that the Indian state was timeless, static, or fundamentally different from other world civilizations in its basic historical trajectory. He emphasizes change over continuity and specificity over generalization. The state in India, like elsewhere, emerged when growing surplus production created both opportunities for a ruling elite to appropriate wealth and a necessity to maintain control over producers through organized coercion.

At the same time, Sharma cautions against mechanically applying a single model of state formation. While surplus and class differentiation are universal elements in early state history, the form and timing of political centralization in India were shaped by regional ecological conditions, patterns of settlement, and the particular interplay of religious and social ideologies—especially the varna system and concepts of dharma.

Purpose of the Study

By reconstructing the origin of the state, Sharma seeks to illuminate not only ancient political structures but also the underlying social relations of production that sustained them. His analysis has a dual aim:

· Historical Understanding – To trace the transformation from tribal to class-based society and from kinship-based governance to territorial statehood.

· Historiographical Critique – To challenge interpretations that downplay economic causation and class relations in favor of cultural or spiritual explanations.

In doing so, Sharma positions the Indian experience within world history, showing both the commonality of certain developmental patterns and the distinctive features arising from India’s social and ideological frameworks.

Framing the Argument

Sharma’s central thesis, stated upfront, is that the Indian state emerged gradually out of tribal society through a process driven by economic surplus, class differentiation, and the need for coercive control over producers, with religious ideology providing legitimacy and moral justification. The rest of the work traces this transformation step by step, using both empirical data and theoretical reasoning to bridge the gap between scattered historical evidence and a coherent narrative of state formation.

1. Introduction: Context, Purpose, and Method
Sharma’s Origin of the State in India grew out of his D.D. Kosambi Memorial Lectures (1987), published in 1989. He challenges earlier, idealist readings of Indian political history that emphasized divine kingship or purely spiritual explanations. Drawing on Marxist historiography, he focuses on material conditions—especially the economic base—as the primary driver of political transformation. Sharma situates the Indian case within a comparative framework, noting that state formation here was neither entirely unique nor identical to other ancient civilizations. His analysis combines archaeological evidence, textual traditions (Vedic, Buddhist, Arthashastra, Smritis), and epigraphy to trace the gradual shift from tribal chiefdoms to territorial monarchies and oligarchies. By doing so, he seeks to understand the mechanisms—economic, social, military, and ideological—that made the state a historical necessity.



2. Tribal Society and Pre-State Structures
The earliest Indian communities were kin-based, egalitarian in principle, and largely self-sufficient. Leadership rested on personal qualities—age, bravery, or ritual status—rather than institutional authority. Production was primarily for consumption, and exchange was minimal. Decision-making took place in assemblies of clan elders. Sharma draws from Vedic hymns and ethnographic analogies to show that warfare existed but was limited in scale, and disputes were resolved within kinship norms. Yet, within this framework, seeds of inequality emerged: cattle wealth disparities, war booty distribution, and control over ritual functions by Brahmanas. These subtle asymmetries would eventually expand as agriculture intensified, trade networks grew, and some lineages consolidated wealth and influence.



3. Agricultural Revolution and Surplus Extraction
A decisive factor in the rise of the state was the shift from pastoralism to plough-based agriculture in the Ganga Valley. The use of iron tools (from around 1000 BCE) allowed forest clearance, larger fields, and higher yields. This technological change, coupled with monsoon-fed cultivation, generated surplus beyond subsistence needs. Sharma emphasizes that surplus production created two simultaneous pressures: the opportunity for accumulation by a few, and the necessity to organize labor, defend resources, and regulate distribution. Over time, what began as voluntary offerings (bali) became compulsory levies, marking the transition from gift economy to taxation. This surplus also supported craft specialists, religious functionaries, and warriors—deepening division of labor and class stratification.



4. The Breakdown of Kinship-Based Authority
As surplus and trade linked communities beyond clan boundaries, lineage identity became less central than territorial control. Authority shifted from tribal elders to emerging chiefs who commanded resources and warriors. Sharma traces this shift in Vedic texts, where earlier assemblies (sabha, samiti) lose prominence and kings (rajan) gain executive powers. The redistribution of land among non-kin, the absorption of conquered peoples, and the rise of servile labor (dasa, dasi) eroded kinship egalitarianism. This breakdown paved the way for coercive apparatuses—standing armies, judicial enforcement, and bureaucratic oversight—central to the state’s survival.



5. Class Formation and Social Stratification
The Varna system, while ideologically framed in ritual purity terms, reflected deeper economic divisions. Brahmanas monopolized religious legitimacy; Kshatriyas controlled armed power; Vaishyas handled production and trade; Shudras provided labor. Sharma stresses that this hierarchy was not static but evolved as states consolidated power. Within each varna, there were further inequalities—wealthy merchants versus small traders, large landlords versus marginal peasants. Control over land and resources became hereditary, and offices, once elective, became hereditary privileges. This institutionalization of inequality required a state apparatus to maintain order and enforce obligations.



6. Military Organization and Territorial Control
Territorial expansion was both a cause and consequence of early state formation. Conflicts over fertile land, trade routes, and tribute from weaker neighbors spurred the development of permanent armies. The king’s authority increasingly rested on his ability to command armed forces. Fortifications, elephant corps, and cavalry became hallmarks of power. Sharma connects these military developments to the decline of tribal warfare and the rise of professional soldiers dependent on royal pay—a key shift from personal allegiance to institutional loyalty.



7. Administrative Apparatus and Revenue Systems
The early states developed structured bureaucracies to collect revenue, manage resources, and maintain law and order. Land revenue, tribute, and taxes on trade formed the fiscal backbone. Officials such as the gramini (village headman) and amatya (minister) mediated between ruler and ruled. Sharma notes the parallel between textual prescriptions (in Arthashastra and Dharmashastra) and epigraphic evidence (e.g., Ashokan edicts), indicating that administrative structures were both idealized in theory and implemented in practice. This machinery allowed rulers to transcend personal charisma, embedding authority in offices rather than individuals.



8. Religion, Ideology, and Legitimacy
Religion played a dual role: it sanctified political authority and helped maintain social order. Brahmanical texts framed kingship as divinely sanctioned, bound by dharma yet superior to all in temporal matters. Rituals like the rajasuya and ashvamedha dramatized royal supremacy. Buddhist and Jain traditions offered alternative legitimations, sometimes critiquing kingship while still engaging with rulers. Sharma argues that ideology was not merely decorative—it provided the moral and cosmological framework that made coercion acceptable and hierarchy seem natural.



9. Evidence Base: Archaeology, Texts, and Inscriptions
Sharma synthesizes evidence from Painted Grey Ware and Northern Black Polished Ware cultures, tracing urbanization patterns, craft specialization, and trade expansion. Vedic and post-Vedic texts document shifts in political vocabulary and institutions. Buddhist literature (like the Anguttara Nikaya) offers contemporary outsider perspectives on monarchies and republics. Inscriptions, especially Mauryan edicts, reveal the extent of state penetration into society and the ruler’s ideological messaging. By correlating these sources, Sharma builds a multi-dimensional account of state formation.



10. From Chiefdoms to Mahajanapadas
The final stage Sharma examines is the consolidation of large territorial states (Mahajanapadas) by the 6th century BCE, such as Magadha, Kosala, and Avanti. These polities exhibited hallmarks of the mature state: codified laws, centralized administration, regular taxation, standing armies, and integration of diverse populations. Some, like Magadha, leveraged resource advantages (iron ore, fertile plains) and strategic trade positions to dominate neighbors. Sharma concludes that the Indian state emerged through a gradual, economically-driven process, shaped but not wholly determined by religious ideology.



11. Comparative and Concluding Reflections
In conclusion, Sharma reiterates that Indian state formation parallels patterns seen in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and China—economic surplus, class stratification, territorial integration—yet retains regional specificities like the varna system and dharma-based legitimation. He challenges static, “eternal India” narratives, emphasizing that political forms were historically contingent and responsive to material change. His thesis underscores that the state was neither a colonial import nor purely spiritual institution, but a product of concrete socio-economic forces.

