
The Clarion Volume 14 Number 1 & 2 (2025) PP 1-8

The  Clarion
International Multidisciplinary Journal

Corresponding author : unmilan.k@gmail.com 
DOI : 10.5658/2177-937X.2025.00016.8

The Mauryan Fiscal Order: Public Finance Principles in the Arthasastra

Dr. Unmilan Kalita
Department of Economics, Handique Girls' College, Guwahati, India

Abstract

This paper examines the origins and structure of public finance in ancient India as articulated in Kautilya’s 
Arthasastra, with a focus on the Mauryan Empire’s economic principles, taxation framework, and administrative 
machinery. The Arthasastra presents one of the earliest systematic fiscal philosophies, emphasizing sustainable 
revenue extraction, state regulation of economic activity, and welfare-oriented governance. The Mauryan fiscal 
system relied primarily on land revenue, supplemented by commercial taxes, state monopolies, and professional 
levies, administered through a sophisticated bureaucratic hierarchy led by the Samāhartṛ (Collector-General) and 
Sannidhātṛ (Treasurer). The state exercised significant control over resource management, trade regulation, and 
currency circulation, creating a monetized and integrated economy. A brief comparative study with ancient 
Greece, Rome, and China highlights the Mauryan system’s centralized and interventionist character, contrasting 
with the civic-centred Greek model, tributary Roman approach, and bureaucratic Chinese structure. The paper 
argues that the Mauryan regime developed a highly advanced and pragmatic system of public finance that 
contributed to imperial stability and economic expansion, marking a foundational moment in the history of fiscal 
governance.
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1. Introduction
The Mauryan Empire (c. 322–185 BCE) of anc-

ient India developed one of the most sophisticated 
financial systems of its time, as recorded in sources 
like the Arthasastra—a treatise attributed to the 
Mauryan minister Kautilya (Chanakya) (Kautilya, 
1915/2000). This empire, founded by Chandragupta 
Maurya and reaching its zenith under Ashoka, 
governed a vast territory with a complex economy. 
The Mauryan state placed great emphasis on 
economic management and public finance, 
recognizing that a strong treasury was critical for 
governance, welfare, and crisis management (Thapar, 
2002; Trautmann, 2012). In what follows, we provide 
an academic and analytical overview of the Mauryan 
financial system—its guiding economic principles, 
taxation structure, and administrative machinery—
and briefly compare it with contemporaneous ancient 
financial systems in Greece, Rome, and China, 
focusing on economic and administrative aspects 
(with minimal political context). 

Mauryan public finance was guided by a 
philosophy that balanced strong state control with the 
welfare of the subjects. Kautilya’s Arthasastra makes 
clear that the prosperity of the kingdom depended on 
wisely managing revenue without overburdening the 
people. He famously advised that a king should tax his 
subjects in moderation, “just like the bee softly sucks 
honey from the flowers,” taking care not to harm the 
source (Kautilya, 1915/2000). In other words, 
excessive taxation that damaged the productive 
capacity of the people was seen as ultimately harmful 
to the state (Kautilya, 1915/2000). This principle 
reflects an understanding akin to the modern Laffer 
curve—the idea that beyond a certain point, higher tax 
rates can be counterproductive (Sihag, 2014). Thus, 
while the Mauryan state sought to maximize revenue, 
it also valued stability and fairness in taxation. 
Kautilya explicitly emphasized that the happiness and 
welfare of subjects was the cornerstone of a king’s 
happiness and success (Kautilya, 1915/2000), 
indicating an early notion of a welfare-oriented state 
within an autocratic system (Trautmann, 2012).
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At the same time, the Mauryan government was 
highly interventionist in economic affairs. The state 
assumed an active role in regulating and stimulating 
the economy. Kautilya’s treatise devotes 
considerable attention to fiscal policy, and it is 
evident that never before (or for a long time after) in 
ancient India had the state employed such a large 
number of officials dedicated to financial 
administration (Olivelle, 2013; Sen, 1997). The 
Mauryan rulers saw financial management as a 
science of statecraft: Kautilya’s contribution was to 
outline how a treasury must be maintained in both 
prosperous and adverse times (Kautilya, 1915/2000). 
For instance, he notes that a prudent king should 
maintain a reserve fund and could levy additional 
emergency revenue (the pranay tax) only in dire need 
(Kautilya, 1915/2000). The general approach was to 
ensure the treasury’s strength for public works, 
defense, and famine relief, while avoiding measures 
that would cripple agricultural and commercial 
productivity (Thapar, 2002). 

The state’s role extended to provisioning 
public goods: Mauryan authorities built roads with 
rest-houses to facilitate trade, maintained irrigation 
works, and cleared wastelands for cultivation by new 
villages of peasant farmers (Kautilya, 1915/2000; 
Kulke & Rothermund, 2016). In all these endeavors, 
the raison d’être was to expand the economic base 
and thereby increase revenue in a sustainable manner 
(Trautmann, 2012). The Mauryan state also 
controlled key natural resources through monopolies
—for example, forests, mines, and salt were state-
owned, with the crown claiming profits or royalties 
from their exploitation (Kautilya, 1915/2000; Sahu, 
1997). This reflects a philosophy of dirigiste 
statecraft, where the government directly oversaw 
major economic activities to ensure the prosperity of 
the realm and a steady inflow of income (Olivelle, 
2013).

2. Taxation System in the Mauryan Empire
Agriculture was the backbone of the Mauryan

economy, and land revenue was accordingly the 
primary source of state income. Classical sources 
and later analyses concur that the vast agrarian base 
provided the bulk of revenue. According to historian 
H. C. Raychaudhuri and others, the king was 
considered the ultimate proprietor of land (a notion 
reported by Greek observers), though individual 
farmers had use-rights and hereditary tenure in many 
cases. The standard land tax (bhāga, the “king’s 
share”) was traditionally about one-sixth of the 
produce (the ṣaḍbhāga).

It was a rate often mentioned in Sanskrit texts as a 
fair share. Megasthenes, the Greek ambassador, 
noted that Indian farmers paid one-quarter of their 
produce to the state - afigure some sources repeat, 
though others like Strabo confusingly reported a 
much higher rate (three-quarters). The reconciliation 
offered by modern historians is that land revenue 
could vary depending on the level of state investment 
and type of land. Kautilya’s Arthashastra indeed 
allows flexible rates: if the state provided heavy 
assistance (ploughs, oxen, seed, etc.), the share 
claimed could be higher than the basic one-sixth. 
Crown-owned lands (sīta lands) – which formed a 
large portion of the realm – were taxed at higher 
rates or directly farmed for state profit. On newly 
settled or sparsely populated land, tax concessions 
were given initially (even tax holidays in times of 
calamity) to encourage cultivation. The Arthashastra 
describes an elaborate schedule of water rates for 
irrigation: farmers using state-supplied water paid a 
portion of their crop (ranging from one-fifth up to 
one-third depending on whether irrigation was 
manual, animal-assisted, or via state-built 
machinery). In essence, land revenue assessment was 
fine-tuned to factor in the fertility of land and state 
inputs, ensuring the treasury got its due without 
discouraging agricultural production.

One striking feature of the Mauryan fiscal 
system is the wide array of taxes it levied across 
different sectors of the economy. The Arthasastra 
enumerates numerous taxes, which can be grouped as 
follows:

Agricultural and Land-Based Taxes: Besides the 
land revenue (bhāga or vag), there was kara (a 
general tax, often in cash) and bali (originally a 
voluntary tribute, but by Mauryan times a 
compulsory cess). These might be considered 
additional levies on certain lands or communities, 
perhaps to support local administration or special 
functions. There is also reference to village-level 
levies like piṇḍakara, a lump-sum tax paid in kind by 
villages, and utsanga, an occasional gift to the king 
(for instance, on the birth of a prince). Importantly, 
forced labor (viśṭi) is listed as a tax in kind—
common citizens were obliged to provide labor for 
state projects a few days each year, a practice akin to 
corvée labor in other ancient empires.

Commercial Taxes: Trade and commerce were 
heavily taxed and regulated. Śulka, a customs or toll 
tax, was imposed on goods at checkpoints. There 
was also a sales or transaction tax (vyājī) on trade
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transactions, and an extra levy (manvyājī) on 
transactions involving royal commodities. The 
state’s tight supervision meant traders paid fees for 
licenses and even had to obtain passports when 
traveling from abroad to Mauryan markets. Every 
traded item was registered in official books, and any 
attempt to evade duties was harshly fined; for 
example, unstamped goods or under-declared prices 
could incur penalties many times the tax value. 
Additionally, the Mauryan government claimed a 
portion of any price increases due to bidding wars in 
auctions, treating it as public revenue.

State monopolies formed another source of 
fiscal gain. The crown monopolized mines, 
metallurgy, and salt production, charging a prakrīya 
(royalty) or parigha (monopoly tax) on those who 
worked these resources. The state also made profit 
by deliberately alloying precious metals in coins—a 
form of seigniorage through debasement.

Urban and Professional Taxes: In Mauryan cities 
and towns, virtually every profession and 
commercial activity was taxed. Shopkeepers and 
artisans paid taxes on their sales or outputs; guilds 
contributed to the treasury. There were specific taxes 
on housing and urban property—for example, 
homeowners in cities paid a house tax. The state also 
drew income from regulated social vices: gambling 
houses, liquor taverns, brothels, and butcher shops 
all paid licensing fees or taxes to operate. Even the 
earnings of courtesans were taxed, and fines 
collected by courts went into the treasury. In times of 
financial stress, Kautilya suggests extraordinary 
revenue measures, including higher taxes on the 
wealthy or additional levies—but only as a last resort 
and even then only once in a reign (the pranaya gift).

Tributes and Windfalls: The empire also benefitted 
from tributes paid by border tribes or vassal 
communities. If a citizen died without heirs, his 
property escheated to the state. Hidden treasure 
troves discovered within the kingdom were claimed 
by the royal coffers as well. Furthermore, the 
Mauryan state sometimes acted as a moneylender: it 
would advance loans to enterprises or individuals 
and collect interest as income.

Hence, the Mauryan taxation system was 
remarkably comprehensive, extracting revenue from 
agriculture (the mainstay) as well as trade, industry, 
and even social life. 

However, this extensive extraction had its 
downsides. The burden of taxes largely fell on the 
non-Brahmin populace (clergy and learned 
Brahmins often enjoyed exemptions). Contemporary 
accounts and later analyses indicate that tax 
collection was sometimes oppressive, with officials 
abusing their powers, which could breed discontent. 
Indeed, heavy taxation and harsh tax farming are 
thought to have contributed to local revolts in the 
years after Ashoka’s reign. Still, during the empire’s 
height, these revenues underwrote a strong state 
apparatus, funded a vast standing army, and enabled 
public works and welfare – in line with the Mauryan 
vision that the state’s legitimacy was tied to 
prosperity and order.

3. Administrative Machinery of Revenue
Collection

Managing such a vast and intricate system of 
taxation required a well-organized bureaucracy. The 
Mauryan Empire developed a centralized 
administrative structure with dedicated departments 
for revenue and expenditure. At the apex were two 
senior officials of equal rank: the Samāhartṛ 
(Collector-General) and the Sannidhātṛ (Treasurer). 
These officers, as described in the Arthashastra, had 
primary responsibility for overseeing the empire’s 
economic affairs. According to one analysis, each 
earned an annual salary of 24,000 panas (silver 
coins), reflecting their high status. The Samaharta 
was essentially the finance minister in charge of 
revenue assessment and collection across the realm. 
His duties included coordinating all sources of 
income – land revenue, tolls, fines, tribute, and so on 
– and ensuring that each region and economic sector
contributed the expected amount to the treasury. 
Kautilya also assigned the Samaharta certain 
policing and intelligence tasks: he was to use spies to 
monitor officials, monks, and merchants, guarding 
against fraud or sedition that could affect revenues. 
The Sannidhata, on the other hand, functioned as the 
chief treasurer and quartermaster. He was 
responsible for the safe custody of state funds and 
stocks, maintenance of royal storehouses, and 
record-keeping of inflows and outflows. The 
Sannidhata oversaw granaries and armories and 
supervised the accounting of expenditures on public 
works (he even managed construction and 
maintenance of government buildings). 
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In modern terms, if the Samaharta was like a 
finance minister and tax commissioner combined, the 
Sannidhata was like a finance secretary or CFO 
managing the treasury’s assets. Together, these two 
ensured a separation of functions – one collected 
revenue, the other disbursed and safeguarded it – 
providing a checks-and-balances mechanism at the 
top of the financial administration.

Beneath these apex officers, the Mauryan 
bureaucracy included a network of departmental 
superintendents (adhyakṣas) and regional officials. 
Kautilya’s text lists superintendents for agriculture, 
revenue, trade/commerce, mines, salt, toll gates, 
weaving, liquor, and many other activities – 
essentially, for every economic domain there was a 
state overseer. These officials were experts who 
regulated production, standardized quality, set 
prices, and collected specific taxes for their sector. 
For example, the Sitādhyakṣa managed crown lands 
and agriculture, the Akarādhyakṣa supervised mining 
and metallurgy, and the Panyadhyakṣa supervised 
commerce and fair pricing. Each had a staff of 
accountants and inspectors. Kautilya even prescribed 
qualifications and examinations for such officials to 
ensure merit-based appointments. 

The empire was territorially divided for 
administrative convenience. Provinces (headed by 
royal princes or governors) were subdivided into 
districts and villages. In the financial chain, three 
classes of local revenue officers are documented:

Gopa – an officer in charge of compiling 
accounts at the village level (often supervising 5–10 
villages). The gopa kept ledgers on population, land 
holdings, livestock, and crop yields for his cluster of 
villages, serving as the basic data-collector for taxes.
       Sthānika – literally “station master,” he was the 
district revenue officer, overseeing a territorial 
division roughly one-quarter of a province. 
Sthanikas consolidated accounts from many gopas 
and ensured the district met its revenue quota. They 
also supervised storage of collected grain and goods 
in local warehouses.
    Pradeśṭā – essentially a tax collector or magistrate 
assigned to an area (the term implies jurisdiction 
over a pradeśa or region). Pradeśṭas carried out the 
actual collection of taxes and ensured compliance in 
their region. They might also hear local fiscal 
disputes or tax-related offenses. These layers formed 
a hierarchical funnel: wealth flowed upward from 
village through district through province to the 

central treasury in Pataliputra (the imperial capital). 
Rigid record-keeping and auditing were stressed.\

The Arthashastra describes in detail how 
accounts were to be maintained and audited; for 
instance, it advises that expected revenue from each 
source be estimated at the start of the year, targets 
set, and then actual collections compared against 
these targets to check for shortfalls. Mauryan 
administrators were expected to guard against 
embezzlement – Kautilya cynically notes the 
difficulty of preventing officials from siphoning 
money, comparing it to a fish drinking water 
undetected in a pond – hence he prescribed surprise 
inspections and rotation of duties to curb corruption.

Enforcement mechanisms underpinned 
revenue administration. Tax evasion was a 
punishable offense; smuggling or adulteration of 
goods was met with severe penalties. There was even 
a daṇḍapāla (police head) and a cadre of spies 
ensuring that merchants paid tariffs and that standard 
weights and measures (which were legally enforced) 
were used. Strikes or worker stoppages that could 
affect production were declared illegal, underscoring 
the authoritarian economic oversight. On the flip 
side, the state provided security – guards on trade 
routes, protection from banditry – and occasionally 
relief: villagers were granted tax remissions for 
building new irrigation or for recovering from 
natural disasters.
4. Trade and Monetary System under the
Mauryas
A punch-marked silver coin from ancient India 
(Mauryan period). Such coins, called pana or 
karshapana, bore multiple symbols punched into 
them. Standardized currency facilitated taxation and 
long-distance trade in the Mauryan Empire. Trade 
and commerce expanded greatly under the Mauryan 
Empire, supported by both policy and infrastructure. 
The political unification of much of the subcontinent 
under Mauryan rule and the resulting internal peace 
(“Pax Mauryana”) encouraged the growth of internal 
trade networks. The Mauryans built and maintained 
roads to connect key economic regions – for 
example, the Uttarāpatha (Northern Road) from the 
northwest frontier (Afghanistan) to Pataliputra is 
mentioned in sources. Major highways had way-
stations and rest houses for travelers and caravans. 
Border passes like the Khyber saw bustling traffic, 
linking Indian traders with Central Asia and the 
Mediterranean world. 
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During Ashoka’s reign especially, 
international trade flourished: the empire had active 
commerce with Hellenistic kingdoms (Greek states in 
West Asia, Egypt under the Ptolemies, etc.), 
exchanging Indian spices, textiles and gems for 
foreign goods like gold, silver, and wine. 
Contemporary accounts note that many foreign 
merchants could be found residing in Mauryan cities, 
indicative of a cosmopolitan trade environment.

The state became deeply involved in trade, 
to both foster and control it. Unusually, the Mauryan 
government itself engaged in certain trades as a 
monopolist or a bulk trader, especially for strategic 
goods. Kautilya speaks of the state trading in 
commodities like timber, minerals, and armaments. 
Even when not directly trading, the state tightly 
regulated prices and markets. A dedicated 
Superintendent of Commerce (PanyādhYakṣa) fixed 
wholesale prices for goods and allowed only a 
certain profit margin for retailers. The Mauryan 
administration established official market centers 
(paṇya-śālās), and producers were not allowed to sell 
goods at the site of production (farm or workshop). 
Instead, goods had to be brought to designated 
markets where tax officials would inspect them, 
register their quantity and quality, and ensure duties 
were paid. It was mandated that each trader publicly 
declare his goods’ price in these markets, often 
through auction-like announcements. If multiple 
buyers bid up the price, the increment in price 
(beyond the initial quote) was appropriated by the 
state along with the tax – effectively, the government 
skimmed off speculative gains. Conversely, any 
attempt by a merchant to understate the value or 
quantity of his goods (to reduce tax) led to 
confiscation of the hidden portion or an eight-fold 
fine. To conduct business, traders needed a license, 
and foreign traders needed an entry permit or 
passport. All merchandise bore an official stamp 
after tax payment to certify duty clearance; moving 
unstamped goods was illegal and punishable. The 
Mauryan state thus maintained an unprecedented 
level of surveillance over commerce – measures 
aimed at preventing tax evasion, price gouging, and 
fraud. While these controls might seem heavy-
handed, they did provide a transparent and 
standardized trading environment, which could 
facilitate commerce in the long run (e.g., uniform 
weights and measures improved market trust).

A critical enabler of the Mauryan economic 
system was the use of money. The Mauryas issued a 
uniform imperial currency, mainly silver punch-
marked coins called pana (also known by the weight 
unit karshapana). These coins, irregular in shape but 
stamped with various symbols, typically weighed 
around 3.3–3.5 grams of silver. They served as the 
standard of value across the empire. For smaller 
transactions, copper coins and half- or quarter-panas 
were in circulation. The adoption of a common 
currency greatly facilitated trade and tax collection. 
Taxes could be paid in coin (especially important 
for transit duties and fines), and soldiers and 
officials were often paid salaries in coin. Coinage 
was instrumental in tax collection and payment of 
officials under the Mauryan administration. By 
contrast to earlier periods where barter prevailed, 
the Mauryan period saw a significant expansion of 
monetization in the economy. Still, much of the 
rural tax was collected in kind (a portion of grain, 
etc.) and stored in royal granaries for later sale or 
for famine relief. The combination of in-kind and 
cash revenue gave the state flexibility: grain 
stockpiles could support public nutrition or be 
traded, while coin allowed long-distance payments 
(e.g., for war expenditures or imported goods). The 
Mauryan mints likely operated under strict state 
control; coin fraud (debasement or counterfeiting 
outside the state’s own debasement for profit) was a 
serious crime.

Interestingly, the Mauryan era did not 
develop formal banking in a modern sense, but a 
system of credit existed through private 
moneylenders and perhaps royal banks. References 
to interest rates and state-provided loans suggest a 
credit economy in embryo. For example, merchants 
could borrow money to finance caravan trade, and 
the state treasury itself sometimes extended credit to 
traders, charging interest (which became another 
source of income for the state). Contracts and debt 
were recognized under law, and courts could 
enforce repayment. In this way, the financial system 
had elements of rudimentary banking functions 
embedded in the administrative apparatus.

Therefore, through standardized currency, 
extensive market regulation, and investment in 
infrastructure, the Mauryan Empire created 
conditions for a flourishing trade network.
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5. Comparative Perspectives: Greek, Roman, and
Chinese Systems

The Mauryan financial system can be 
contrasted with those of other major ancient 
civilizations, which often took very different 
approaches to taxation and administration:
Ancient Greek City-States: Classical Greek polities 
(like Athens in the 5th–4th centuries BCE) did not 
possess the centralized, extractive fiscal system seen 
in Mauryan India. In fact, the Greeks considered 
excessive taxation a sign of tyranny. There was no 
regular land or income tax on Greek citizens. 
Instead, many Greek cities relied on indirect taxes 
and extraordinary contributions. Athens, for 
example, levied harbor duties and sales taxes on 
commerce, and non-citizen residents (metics) paid a 
monthly poll tax. But the wealth of the state largely 
came from voluntary taxation by the rich, known as 
liturgies. Wealthy Athenians were expected to fund 
public services – financing festivals, sponsoring 
drama performances, or outfitting warships – out of 
their own pockets as a form of honorable civic duty. 

This system was driven by social pressure 
and prestige: the richest competed to spend the most 
for public benefit. Only in emergencies, such as 
wartime, would Greek cities impose a direct tax 
(eisphora) on property, and even that fell only on the 
wealthiest tier of society and was not permanent. 
Thus, compared to the Mauryan Empire’s broad 
taxation of all classes (peasants, merchants, artisans), 
Greek city-states taxed their general citizenry lightly 
or not at all in peacetime. They also had no need for 
a huge tax bureaucracy – financial administration in 
Athens was handled by a small number of 
magistrates and citizen committees, not a 
professional cadre of officers. 

The scale, of course, differed: a polis of tens 
of thousands could afford a voluntary system, 
whereas the Mauryan Empire with millions of 
subjects required a complex apparatus. Culturally, 
where Mauryan rulers saw the state as the engine of 
economic life, Greeks valued private wealth and 
civic voluntarism, viewing mandated taxes with 
suspicion. In short, the Greek approach to public 
finance was almost the mirror opposite of the 
Mauryan: highly decentralized and dependent on 
civic virtue rather than administrative enforcement.

Roman Empire: The Roman financial system shares 
some features with the Mauryan (such as territorial 
taxation and use of currency) but differs in execution 
and emphasis. During the Roman Republic, citizens 
paid a wealth tax in early times, but by the late 
Republic and Imperial era, Roman citizens in Italy 
were largely exempt from direct taxes – in theory 
Roman citizens and lands in Italy were not subject to 
direct taxation. Instead, the empire’s finances 
depended on provincial taxation: conquered 
provinces were obliged to pay tribute in the form of 
land tax (tributum soli) and poll tax (tributum 
capitis). In effect, Rome’s core elite enjoyed low 
taxes, while the subjugated populations abroad 
funded the state. 

The Roman land tax rates in provinces were 
often moderate (historical evidence suggests rates on 
the order of 10% or less of output), but were 
enforced strictly. The Romans had a census-based 
system: taxes were assessed according to periodic 
censuses of population and property, somewhat 
analogous to Mauryan detailed village records. 
However, collection was often outsourced. 
Especially during the Republic and early Empire, 
Rome employed publicani, private tax-farmers 
(companies of equestrian businessmen) who bid for 
contracts to collect taxes in a province. These 
contractors would pay the state a fixed sum and then 
had authority to gather taxes – keeping any excess as 
profit. This sometimes led to abuses and over-
taxation, as the tax-farmers’ incentive was to 
squeeze out as much as possible, backed by Roman 
law and legions. 

The Mauryan Empire, by contrast, largely 
avoided farming out taxes: it relied on salaried 
officials, which potentially gave the central 
government more direct control (and perhaps a 
smaller profit motive in collections, though 
corruption still existed). Under Emperor Augustus, 
Rome did reform some of these practices, bringing 
tax collection more under the control of provincial 
governors and establishing a civil service for finance 
in later centuries, but the Roman system never 
achieved the bureaucratic penetration of the 
Mauryan. For example, a single Roman province like 
Asia might be managed by a governor with a handful 
of aides, whereas a comparable region in Mauryan 
India would have layers of officers (sthānikas, gopas, 
etc.) on the ground.
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In administration, the Romans and Mauryans showed 
a key philosophical difference: the use of 
bureaucracy versus aristocracy. The Mauryan king 
ruled through appointed administrators at all levels, 
whereas the Roman emperor often ruled through 
local city councils and aristocrats in the provinces 
(especially after the tax farming era). Roman local 
elites were co-opted to manage local taxation and 
governance (the Roman state set quotas and laws, but 
local notables often carried them out). The advantage 
was fewer bureaucrats on the payroll; the downside 
was less uniformity and potential for local 
exploitation. In sum, Rome’s system was a mix of 
centralized law and decentralized execution, quite 
unlike the highly centralized Mauryan bureaucracy. 
Both empires, however, understood the importance of 
coinage and infrastructure for economic integration, 
and both maintained military forces by use of tax 
revenue – demonstrating a shared principle that 
economic power underpins political power in any 
large empire.

Imperial China (Qin/Han Dynasties): Of all 
comparatives, ancient China’s financial system 
perhaps most closely parallels the Mauryan in certain 
respects. The Qin dynasty (221–206 BCE), which 
slightly post-dates Chandragupta Maurya, and the 
Han dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE) both had large 
agrarian empires with centralized bureaucracies. Like 
the Mauryas, the Chinese regarded land tax as the 
fundamental revenue source. During the Han, the 
land tax was typically a fixed portion of the harvest – 
for instance, one-thirtieth (about 3.3%) of crop yield 
in much of the Western Han period – which is 
actually lower than the Mauryan standard rate. 
Earlier, the Qin had imposed a heavier rate (perhaps 
around one-tenth of yield). The lower Han rates were 
a result of deliberate policy to win peasant support 
(early Han rulers reduced taxes to stabilize their rule). 

Nonetheless, the principle was the same: the 
peasantry’s output was the empire’s financial 
bedrock. Chinese emperors also imposed corvée 
labor duties on their subjects – for example, one 
month of labor per year under Qin, or one month 
every three years under early Han – similar to the 
Mauryan viśṭi (labor tax) in concept.

Another parallel is the use of state 
monopolies to raise revenue without directly taxing 
the populace. The Chinese state famously had a mon-

opoly over salt and iron under the Han (especially 
under Emperor Wu around 120 BCE), which 
provided substantial income. The Qin had 
monopolies on salt, iron, coin minting, and even 
forests and liquor. Mauryan rulers likewise kept 
monopolies over mines and salt production, and 
regulated forest produce. In terms of commercial 
taxation, Han China generally kept commerce taxes 
moderate (a low 2–3% tax on merchant sales or 
property in some periods) except during 
emergencies. The Mauryan state, in contrast, 
squeezed considerably more from trade through tolls 
and customs at multiple points. Chinese 
governments did levy poll taxes (a head tax on adult 
males) regularly, which Mauryans did not explicitly 
have – Mauryan taxes were tied to land, trade, or 
specific goods rather than a uniform head tax.

Administratively, both Mauryan India and 
Qin/Han China built robust bureaucracies. The Qin 
is known for its strict Legalist administration 
dividing the realm into counties run by centrally 
appointed magistrates. Han China continued a 
version of this, though with more inclusion of local 
gentry. We can liken Mauryan district officers and 
record-keepers (sthānika, gopa) to Chinese county 
magistrates and clerks, both responsible to the 
center. Both civilizations also developed early civil 
service systems – Han China eventually instituting 
examinations and Confucian education for officials 
(albeit more fully in later dynasties), whereas 
Mauryan India’s Arthashastra mentions training and 
exams for officials. One key ideological difference 
was that Han dynasty adopted Confucian ideals of 
benevolent governance and relatively lighter taxation 
(after Qin’s excesses), whereas the Mauryan 
Arthashastra has a more unabashedly pragmatic tone 
(closer to Legalism) that endorses extensive 
regulation and espionage to maximize the state’s 
wealth. Even so, both societies saw the ruler as 
responsible for the people’s welfare – Ashoka’s 
edicts stress dhamma (righteous duty) which 
included economic welfare, and Chinese emperors 
likewise were expected to ensure the people’s 
livelihood or risk losing the “Mandate of Heaven.” 
Notably, both employed coinage but of different 
kinds: the Mauryas used silver punch-mark coins as 
a high-value medium, while the Chinese mainly 
issued bronze cash coins (round coins with square 
holes) as their standard currency. 
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This meant Mauryan large transactions (and 
tax payments) could be done in silver, whereas 
Chinese payments often required bulky strings of 
bronze coins or in-kind payments. Han China did 
mint some gold and higher-denomination coins, but 
everyday taxes like land tax might be paid by a 
portion of grain and a bit of coin for the poll tax. 
Both economies were partly monetized and partly in-
kind.

In brief comparison, the Mauryan and 
Chinese systems were strong centralized models: 
both had professional bureaucrats down to the village 
level, comprehensive land taxation, and state 
monopolies. The Roman system was less centralized 
in collection and pushed the tax burden outward to its 
provinces, using wealth transfer from peripheries to 
center. The Greek system (at least in the classical 
era) was the most decentralized, forgoing an 
elaborate tax state in favor of ad hoc and voluntary 
contributions. Each system arose from its unique 
social and political context: the Mauryan and Qin 
empires, forged in periods of warfare and unification, 
trusted an empowered state apparatus; Rome’s 
republican-oligarchic tradition trusted the market and 
provincial exploitation; Greece’s civic ethos trusted 
wealthy citizens to do their part. These examples 
highlight how the Mauryan financial system was 
advanced for its time, achieving levels of fiscal 
organization and state involvement in the economy 
that were matched only by the most administratively 
developed contemporaries (like China), and far 
exceeded those of many other regions.

6. Conclusion
The Mauryan Empire’s financial system 

stands as a testament to ancient India’s 
administrative acumen and economic thought. 
Through a multifaceted taxation regime, ranging 
from land revenue and irrigation dues to tolls, service 
taxes, and state monopolies, the Mauryan state was 
able to amass the resources needed to maintain a 
large army, build infrastructure, and patronize public 
welfare. The guiding principles, as detailed in 
Kautilya’s Arthashastra, combined pragmatism with 
a recognition of sustainability – the notion that 
revenue should be extracted in a manner beneficial to 
both ruler and ruled, “like a bee gathering honey 
without harming the flower.”

The creation of a centralized bureaucracy with 
specialized roles (Collector-General, Treasurer, 
superintendents, etc.) ensured that this revenue was 
systematically collected and managed. This 
administrative achievement is all the more 
remarkable when one considers that it occurred over 
2,300 years ago.

The Mauryan financial apparatus helped 
knit together a vast and diverse empire, laying 
foundations for economic unity (standard coinage, 
regulated trade) that would influence the 
subcontinent long after the Mauryan dynasty ended. 
Indeed, later Indian regimes (such as the Gupta 
Empire) inherited many of these concepts of 
statecraft, albeit often in simplified form. By 
comparing the Mauryan system with those of 
Greece, Rome, and China, we gain perspective on 
its strengths and uniqueness. It was neither a 
laissez-faire model nor a purely exploitative tribute 
empire – rather, it was a proactively managed 
economy, one that sought to maximize the wealth of 
the nation as a whole, believing the state’s 
prosperity inseparable from the people’s. This aligns 
with early notions of the welfare state and fiscal 
policy found in the Mauryan era texts.
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