
© UNIVERSAL RESEARCH REPORTS  | REFEREED  |  PEER REVIEWED 
ISSN : 2348 - 5612   |   Volume :  05 , Issue : 05  |  May  2018 

 
98 

Taxation and Revenue Collection in Ancient India 
Bhupinder, Email Id: bhupindermalik007@gmail.com 

Introduction: Taxation and revenue collection comprise one of the most significant and pivotal aspects of 

any system of administration and governance. The basic structure of taxes ultimately provides for revenue 

collection for the state machinery and is the basis of state functioning. The plans for societal development and 

overall progress of the state can be materialized only when the condition of public finances is conducive to 

the state’s efforts in this direction. Ancient Indian political thinking has always considered the issue of public 

finance to be of prime importance, and this is why the Mahabharata, Manusmriti, the Arthasastra and 

Shukranitisar provide detailed descriptions of the ways and means of creating an abundant treasury (Kosha), 

which is the inseparable part of the seven organs of the state machinery (Saptanga). 

These treatises discuss the methods of revenue collection, along with describing the 

modes of taxation, with specifications for levying normal and additional taxes in 

different conditions and for different categories of citizenry. The present study tries 

to explain the nature and structure of taxation and revenue collection, as narrated by 

Vyasa, Manu, Kautilya and Shukra in their monumental classics, with a perspective 

on financial administration and public finance in ancient India. 

There is a need for a systematic and scientific investigation into the public finance systems in ancient India, 

through specific inquiry into the description of taxation and revenue collection system in ancient Indian 

Sanskrit treatises, including literary works of different writers, so as to enable the academic community to 

properly analyze, contrast and compare it with the parallel modern concepts; and with an impartial, normative 

and rational perspective on the contemporary relevance and academic significance of the valuable works of 

our forefathers. This will not only bring back into focus the excellent intellectual wealth of our ancient past, 

but will also explode some of the formidable modern myths about civilization achievements of yore. 

It is in this background that the present study has been undertaken to make an attempt to study the works of 

Vyasa, Manu, Kautilya and Shukra, which are spread across a period of many centuries, with regard to 

financial administration and public finance in ancient India, with special reference to taxation and revenue 

collection systems. An overview of scholarship in the area of ancient Indian political theory reveals that there 

are many research gaps; research is often incomplete, inadequate or incommensurate. Many of the earlier 

research works show a strong Eurocentric approach and do not fully highlight the importance of ancient 

Indian political thought. 

Modern public finance deals with governmental measures to establish a rational relationship and equilibrium 

between national income and expenditure. The main objectives of modern public finance, in general, are to 

secure the financial position of the state on a sound footing, to help the state to achieve its aims and ideals 

through commensurate financial policies, and to ensure its competitiveness in an international arena. It is 

remarkable to note that even though formulated thousands of years ago, Kautilya’s perspective on public 

finance is similar to the modern one in several respects. 

Ownership of Land: The question of the ownership of the land has, since time began, been one of the most 

fundamental questions deserving human attention. In the ancient Indian context, this question has been an 

interesting and important one that has long been a major concern of the statesmen and politicians, alongwith 

thinkers. It has been argued that there were different theories of the king’s right of ownership of land and 

man. Sham Sastry discusses two major theories of ownership. According to him, the Mimansakas, or the 

school of the Vedic exegetics headed by Jaimini, hold that neither an emperor (Sarvabhauma) nor a feudal 

chief (Mandalika) is justified in exercising any right of ownership over the state land or his servants. The king 


