International Journal of Advanced Education
www.allpaperjournal.com

Online ISSN: 3107-9601

Received: 07-02-2026, Accepted: 10-03-2026, Published: 25-03-2026
Volume 2, Issue 1, 2026, Page No. 131-133

Land grants in the Gupta period: Agrarian transformation, ideological legitimation and
administrative change

Dr. Preeti Prabhat
Associate Professor, Department of History, Maharaja Bijli Pasi Government P G College, Lucknow, Uttar Pradesh, India

Abstract

The Gupta period (c. fourth to sixth century CE) marks a crucial phase in the socio-economic and political history of early
India. One of the most significant developments of this era was the widespread practice of land grants issued by rulers to
Brahmanas, religious institutions, officials, and occasionally military personnel. These grants, recorded primarily in copper-
plate charters and stone inscriptions, transferred not only land but also fiscal privileges and administrative rights to the
beneficiaries. The institution of land grants played a transformative role in the agrarian economy by encouraging agricultural
expansion, restructuring rural authority, and strengthening Brahmanical ideology. This paper examines the origin, nature, and
implications of land grants in the Gupta period through a detailed analysis of epigraphic evidence and historiographical
interpretations. It discusses the legal categories of land grants, the privileges associated with them, and their impact on rural
society, religious institutions, and political administration. The study also explores the role of land grants in the spread of
Brahmanical culture and the integration of frontier regions into the agrarian system. Furthermore, it analyzes the
historiographical debate surrounding the relationship between Gupta land grants and the emergence of early medieval socio-
economic structures, including the theory of Indian feudalism. By situating Gupta land grants within the broader context of
early Indian agrarian history, this paper highlights their significance as an institution that reshaped economic relations and
political authority in early India.
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Introduction historiographical debate regarding the role of land grants in
The Gupta period occupies a central position in the the emergence of early medieval socio-economic structures.
historiography of ancient India and is often regarded as a

classical epoch marked by political consolidation, economic Sources and Evidence

prosperity, and remarkable achievements in art, literature, The study of land grants in the Gupta period relies primarily
and science. However, beneath the surface of this cultural on epigraphic evidence preserved in copper-plate charters
efflorescence lay significant transformations in the agrarian and stone inscriptions. These inscriptions constitute one of
economy and administrative structure of the state. Among the most important sources for reconstructing the agrarian
the most notable of these developments was the increasing and administrative history of early India.

practice of land grants, which became a characteristic Copper-plate charters were commonly used to record royal
feature of political and religious life during this period. grants of land. These documents usually contain a formal
Land grants represented a form of royal patronage in which structure that includes the genealogy of the ruling king, a
kings transferred rights over land and revenue to individuals statement of the grant, a detailed description of the donated

land, and a list of privileges granted to the recipient. The
charters also frequently include imprecatory verses warning
against the violation of the grant and promising spiritual
rewards for those who respect it.

Among the most important epigraphic sources relating to
land grants in the Gupta period are the Damodarpur copper-
plate inscriptions from Bengal, the Nalanda copper-plate
charters, and various inscriptions issued by subordinate
rulers and local administrators. These records provide
detailed information regarding the nature of land grants and
the administrative procedures associated with them.

The inscriptions often specify the boundaries of the donated
land using natural features such as rivers, trees, and roads.
They also enumerate the taxes and dues from which the

or institutions. These grants were typically made to
Brahmanas, temples, monasteries, or officials as a reward
for service or as an act of religious merit. The grants were
recorded in inscriptions that specified the boundaries of the
donated land, the privileges attached to 1it, and the
obligations of local inhabitants.

The expansion of land grants during the Gupta period
marked a significant shift in the nature of landholding and
administration. While earlier states had maintained direct
control over land revenue, the Gupta rulers increasingly
delegated fiscal and administrative authority to local
beneficiaries. This process had far-reaching consequences
for the structure of rural society and the functioning of the

state. . . . o granted land was exempted. Such details enable historians to
The purpose of this study 15 to examine .the Institution of reconstruct the economic and administrative implications of
land grants in the Gupta period from multiple perspectives. land grants.

It seeks to analyze the epigraphic evidence relating to land Apart from inscriptions, literary sources also provide
grants, explore their legal and administrative characteristics, indirect evidence regarding the practice of land grants.
and assess their broader socio-economic and ideological Dharmasastra texts emphasize the religious merit associated
implications. In doing so, the paper also engages with the with donating land to Brahmanas and temples. These texts
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reflect the ideological framework within which land grants
were understood and justified.

Nature and Types of Land Grants

The land grants issued during the Gupta period took several
forms, each characterized by specific legal and
administrative features. The most common type was the
brahmadeya grant, which involved the donation of land to
Brahmanas. These grants were typically made in recognition
of the religious learning or ritual expertise of the recipients.
The Brahmanas who received such grants enjoyed the
income derived from the land and were often exempted
from certain taxes and obligations.

Closely related to brahmadeya grants were agrahara grants,
which consisted of entire villages donated to groups of
Brahmanas. Agrahara villages often functioned as centers of
Brahmanical learning and religious activity. The Brahmanas
residing in these villages exercised considerable autonomy
in local administration and enjoyed various fiscal privileges.
Another category of land grants involved donations made to
religious institutions such as temples and monasteries.
These grants were intended to support the maintenance of
religious establishments and the performance of ritual
activities. In many cases, entire villages were assigned for
the upkeep of temples.

The inscriptions also refer to certain legal categories of land
grants, such as nivi-dharma, nivi-dharma-aksayana, and
aprada-dharma. These terms indicate the conditions under
which the land was granted and the rights enjoyed by the
recipient. For example, a nivi-dharma grant represented a
permanent endowment whose income could be enjoyed
indefinitely, while an aprada-dharma grant restricted the
transfer of the property to others.

These legal distinctions demonstrate that the Gupta
administration had developed a sophisticated system for
regulating land grants and defining the rights of
beneficiaries.

Fiscal and Administrative Privileges

Land grants in the Gupta period often included a wide range
of privileges that significantly enhanced the authority of the
recipients. These privileges were carefully enumerated in
the inscriptions and were intended to ensure the autonomy
of the donee.

One of the most important privileges associated with land
grants was exemption from taxes. The inscriptions
frequently specify that the granted land was exempt from
various types of taxes and dues, including agricultural
produce, labour obligations, and miscellaneous levies. In
many cases, the donee was granted the right to collect these
taxes from the inhabitants of the village.

Another important feature of land grants was the transfer of
administrative authority. The recipients of land grants were
sometimes granted the right to exercise judicial and
administrative control over the granted territory. This
included the authority to settle disputes, enforce rules, and
supervise the activities of peasants and artisans residing in
the village.

The inscriptions also frequently instruct local officials and
villagers to respect the terms of the grant and obey the
authority of the donee. Such clauses indicate that the grant
involved a transfer of jurisdiction from the state to the
beneficiary.
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In addition to fiscal and administrative privileges, some land
grants included rights over uncultivated land, forests, and
water resources. The donee was encouraged to bring such
land under cultivation and expand agricultural production.

Land Grants and Agrarian Expansion

One of the most significant economic consequences of land
grants during the Gupta period was the expansion of
agriculture into previously uncultivated areas. Many of the
lands granted by the state consisted of forests, wastelands,
or frontier regions that had not yet been incorporated into
the agrarian economy.

By granting such lands to Brahmanas and religious
institutions, the state encouraged the reclamation of new
areas for cultivation. The recipients of the grants were
responsible for clearing forests, establishing irrigation
facilities, and settling peasants in the newly developed
villages.

This process contributed to the growth of rural settlements
and the expansion of agricultural production. It also
facilitated the integration of remote regions into the political
and economic structure of the Gupta state.

The expansion of cultivation during this period is reflected
in the increasing number of villages mentioned in
inscriptions. The establishment of new villages and
agricultural fields indicates that the agrarian economy was
undergoing significant growth.

At the same time, the process of agrarian expansion
contributed to the emergence of a new class of local
landholders who exercised control over agricultural
resources and rural labour.

Religious and Ideological Significance

Land grants during the Gupta period were closely linked to
religious ideology and the concept of royal merit. Donating
land to Brahmanas or religious institutions was considered
an act of great religious merit capable of bringing spiritual
rewards to the donor.

Inscriptions frequently emphasize the pious motives behind
land grants. Kings often describe themselves as upholders of
dharma who donate land in order to accumulate religious
merit and promote the welfare of society.

The practice of land grants also played an important role in
strengthening Brahmanical religion. By granting land to
Brahmanas, rulers ensured the presence of learned priests
and scholars in various regions. These Brahmanas served as
agents of cultural transmission who promoted Sanskrit
learning, ritual practices, and Brahmanical social norms.
Agrahara villages often became centers of Brahmanical
culture and education. The establishment of such
settlements contributed to the diffusion of Sanskrit language
and religious practices across the subcontinent.

The ideological importance of land grants is further
reflected in the imprecatory verses included in inscriptions.
These verses warn against the violation of the grant and
promise severe spiritual consequences for those who attempt
to confiscate the donated land.

Administrative and Political Implications

The proliferation of land grants during the Gupta period had
significant implications for the administrative structure of
the state. By transferring fiscal and administrative rights to
private individuals and institutions, the state effectively
delegated certain functions of governance.



This process contributed to a degree of decentralization in
the political system. Local landholders acquired authority
over villages and rural populations, thereby reducing the
direct control of the central administration.

In some cases, land grants were also used as a means of
rewarding officials and maintaining political loyalty. By
granting land to loyal supporters, the rulers could strengthen
their political base and ensure the stability of their rule.

The increasing autonomy of local landholders, however,
also created new challenges for the central authority. As
land grants became more widespread, the state gradually
lost control over a significant portion of its revenue.

Despite these challenges, the system of land grants allowed
the Gupta rulers to extend their influence over a vast
territory without maintaining a large bureaucratic apparatus.

Impact on Rural Society

The institution of land grants had profound consequences
for rural society in the Gupta period. By transferring rights
over land and revenue to private individuals, the grants
altered the relationship between peasants and the state.
Peasants living in granted villages were often required to
pay taxes and provide services directly to the donee rather
than to the royal administration. This shift contributed to the
emergence of hierarchical relationships within the rural
community.

The donee or landholder occupied a position of authority,
while peasants and labourers were placed in subordinate
roles. The establishment of agrahara villages also reinforced
social stratification by privileging Brahmanas and
strengthening the Brahmanical social order.

Artisans and traders residing in granted villages were
sometimes required to provide services to the donee. This
indicates that land grants affected not only agricultural
production but also other aspects of rural economic life.

Historiographical Debate

The significance of land grants in the Gupta period has been
widely debated among historians. One influential
interpretation, associated with the historian R. S. Sharma,
argues that the proliferation of land grants contributed to the
emergence of a feudal system in early India.

According to this view, the transfer of revenue and
administrative rights to private individuals created a class of
landed intermediaries who exercised control over peasants
and rural resources. This process is believed to have led to
the decline of trade and the increasing self-sufficiency of
village economies.

Other historians, such as B. D. Chattopadhyaya and Romila
Thapar, have offered more nuanced interpretations. They
argue that land grants served multiple purposes and should
not be interpreted solely in terms of feudalism. Instead, they
emphasize the role of land grants in promoting agrarian
expansion, religious patronage, and regional integration.
More recent scholarship suggests that the institution of land
grants represented a transitional stage in the evolution of
agrarian relations in early India. While it contributed to the
emergence of local landholders, it did not necessarily result
in a fully developed feudal system.

Conclusion

The institution of land grants in the Gupta period represents
a crucial development in the history of early Indian agrarian
and administrative systems. Through these grants, rulers
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redistributed land and revenue rights to Brahmanas,
religious institutions, and officials. This practice not only
reinforced the ideological foundations of kingship but also
facilitated the spread of Brahmanical culture and the
expansion of agriculture.

At the same time, land grants contributed to significant
changes in the structure of rural society and administration.
The emergence of local landholders with fiscal and judicial
authority marked a shift toward decentralized forms of
governance and altered the relationship between the state
and the peasantry.

The long-term impact of Gupta land grants extended beyond
the immediate political context of the Gupta empire. The
institutional patterns established during this period
continued to influence the development of agrarian
structures in early medieval India.

In this sense, the study of land grants in the Gupta period
provides valuable insights into the processes of socio-
economic transformation that shaped the transition from
ancient to early medieval Indian society.
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