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Abstract 

Famine is an interrelated outcome of various socio-economic conditions.  Famine distress not 

only happens in the modern period. It occurred in the ancient and medieval periods also.  

During the ancient period limited records available.  There were several factors caused by 

famines such as physical, economic, social, agricultural, etc.  Food is need for all lives.  During 

the natural disaster, the people were suffered severely.  Famine is a lack of food over a large 

area. Food supply primarily depends on agricultural output. Inadequate community 

resources, deficiencies in the agricultural sector, and imbalances in social fabric had molded 

natural disasters into famine like situations. Human relationship and their mutual behavior 

suffered due to the hardships of famines. It is the ultimate outcome of various socio-economic 

maladies.  The early Aryans were mobile warrior tribes, who could get rid of the situations of 

scarcity by moving out of the depleted region. The Mauruyan period witnessed quite a 

number of famines. Jain traditions vary about the details of this well-preserved story of 

famine during the time of Chandragupta.  The bearing capacity of ancient Indian society had 

many weaknesses and therefore the occurrences of famines were also reported periodically 

in every epoch of history. 
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Introduction 

Economics is a social science which is 

concerned with how people, either 

individually or in groups try, to 

accommodate scarce resources to their 

wants through the processes of 

production, substitution and exchange.  

Economics has been not as a science 

concerned with the problems of what 

ought to be, but with the explanation 

and understanding of what already 

exists.  Famine occurs based on the 

economic capacity of the society.  It 

means the capability of a social group 

to maintain its economic condition 

even during a natural catastrophe.  If a 

society possessed self-sufficient 
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resource and it is more or less equally 

distributed, and a society has enough 

stores, or has enough purchasing 

power to buy the foodstuff during the 

times of scarcity, then the bearing 

power of that society is strong, and 

even if any natural disaster occur, it 

cannot create famine situations. But if 

there are large numbers of social 

groups living under the poverty line, 

then the bearing capacity of that 

society cannot sustain its economic 

balance during natural calamities and 

it causes famine. In this study the 

researcher analyzed the economic 

condition and famine during ancient 

period. 

Objectives of the study 

The main objectives of this research 

paper are following. 

 To know the economic 

condition of ancient period. 

 To analyze the famine condition 

during ancient time. 

 To trace the agricultural status 

of ancient period. 

Importance of the study 

In ancient period there was no regards 

available for common people. The 

ancient history concerned mainly 

about the rich people and glories of its 

kings and their family. Famines 

occurred during ancient period was far 

severe than those of modern times.  

History showed the details of famine 

during ancient time.  With that detail 

the researcher tried to analyse the 

economic and famine condition in 

ancient India.    

Methods of the study 

This study is based on historical 

method. 

Pre-history period 

In the primitive society there was only 

few tribal peoples.  They shared their 

production with a majority of people 

through practiced democratic mode of 

distributive system than a settle 

community.  Land became the prime 

factor of the society.  Distinction arose 

between the people due to land 

ownership. Art and crafts were the 

primary demand of the society.  But, 

food was prime need for all lives.  So 

the society was in demand of the 

production of food. Source of 

production was controlled by 

particular class of people, even though, 

they may not be the primary 

producers.  They formed the basis of 

political class and religious sector.  

Thus the settled agriculture life rose in 

the country. (Atreyi Biswas 2000). 

The first urban civilization of Indian 

History was the mature Harappan.  
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They have systematic town, network of 

roads, fortifications, brick buildings, 

raised platforms, systematic drainage, 

seals and amulets, and art objects, etc.  

The streets and lanes were laid out 

according to a set plan.  The drains 

were 1 to 2 feet deep.  Sewage water 

was discharge through well covered 

street drains made of kiln-burnt bricks.  

Mohenjodaro was the centre of brick 

manufacture. Those cities were divided 

into 2 parts such as a fortified 

settlement on the high mounds 

designated as ‘Citadels’, the other 

below the citadel laid the town with its 

streets, houses and industrial quarters 

and was called ‘lower town’.  The 

society mainly divided 2 classes.  They 

were privileged and ordinary.  The 

privileged class people had the 

political, economic and religious 

powers whereas the lower town was 

populated by ordinary citizens.  The 

ordinary citizens supplied the food 

commodities or craft products to the 

privileged sections. (Hans Raj 2017).  

The surplus production in agriculture 

could only have materialized when the 

population moved towards the fertile 

alluvial soil of the river valleys.   

A developed communication system 

was also an essential prerequisite for 

the cities to flourish. The food products 

needed to be transported from villages 

to towns either through river routes or 

by pack animals and loaded carts.  The 

agriculturist would never showed then 

willingness give up their surplus 

products.  The state required a 

coercing agency. Religion made the 

task essay by introducing fear of the 

God and the king amongst the ordinary 

producers.  They insister them to 

produce not only for himself and his 

family but for the larger society as well. 

(Wagner 1990).  

The accumulation of wealth in the 

cities was quite evident, from the 

sophisticated articles are found mainly 

from the urban centres.  The state and 

religion provided security to the upper 

class of the society.  Therefore, the 

cities were often fortified.  Thus, it was 

clear that the urbanization could only 

be sustained as long as there was 

enough production of agriculture.  The 

decline of output caused 

deurbanization. The decline of food 

production could be due to many 

reasons like drought, flood changing of 

river courses, depletion of soil fertility, 

etc. (Krishnaswami 1975). In the late 

Harappan time their economic stability 

was on the risk.  Reused brick 

structures, badly executed art objects, 

squatter type settlements. Absence of 

imported good and sites of smaller size 

all indicated their poor standards.  
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Such a society could not have 

possessed surplus food and economic 

strength to fight against the natural 

hazards. (Roy Choudhary 2016). 

The Vedic age 

The early Aryans were mobile warrior 

tribes, who could able to mobilize out 

of scarcity by moving out of the 

depleted region.  But after being 

engaged in an agricultural activities 

they struck to their lands till the 

excesses of calamity forced them to get 

rid of it.  In early Vedic period the unit 

of production and the unit of 

consumption were not strictly 

demarcated, as they were yet basically 

pastoral cum militant tribal groups.  

The absence of abundant surplus 

production created less social tensions.  

The terms like rayi, raya, bhaga, riktha, 

pana, dhana, and magha indicated the 

idea of their wealth.  As soon as the 

concept of property materialized in Rig 

Vedic societies, it made automatic 

subdivisions between ‘haves’ and ‘have 

nots’. (Subrahmanian 1972). 

The people below the poverty line 

could fall prey to criminal activities.  In 

the references of Rig Vedic literature 

provide us with the proof that a 

number of people were surviving 

under the economic deprivation.  They 

were forced to adopt the unapproved 

means to fulfill their needs, especially 

during the time of scarcity Musivan, 

taskara, paripanthin were the common 

robbers and thief.  The cattle thief was 

especially name tayu, he was also 

alluded as a stealer of clothes. 

(Aiyappan 1948).  In the days of 

difficulties the people were forced to 

take loans.  Rina or debt is repeatedly 

mentioned in the Rig Veda.  Debtors 

were frequently bound by their 

creditors to posts.  The amount of 

interest payable was difficult to make 

out. The wealthy people thus 

prospered.  The wealthy people kept 

dasis and dasas.  Dasas generally 

meant hostile and alien tribes.  But in 

some cases it was referred that the 

dasas were meant to serve.  Dasas 

were not utilized in the productive 

works.  The cultivation which was in 

its infancy did not need to be 

supported by forced labourers.  The 

single yield in a year was just sufficient 

to fulfill their local demands. (Atreyi 

Biswas 2000). 

As there were no references of big 

towns or cities which needed to be 

supported by the surplus products of 

the village folks, there might not have 

been much requirement to transport 

the agricultural products to distant 

urban centres. In the Vedic time 

stratified society became more 
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prominent.  A rich people emerged and 

as a consequence a large number of 

poor persisted on the verge of scarcity.   

Agriculture was their main occupation 

and they ploughed their fields with the 

help of oxen.  They also knew how to 

irrigate the land.  The corn was cut 

with the help of sickle.  Cultivated 

fields were known as Urvara.  Their 

chief crops were wheat and barley but 

subsequently rice was also began to be 

cultivated.  They also used some 

manures to increase their production.  

Pastures were left for the grazing of 

the animals.  They liked to posses cows 

and bullocks on which their honour 

and respect rested.  The people 

avoided killing of cows.  Cow dung was 

used as fuel.  The Aryans domesticated 

camels and elephants.  Hunting, fishing, 

pottery making, carpentry, rope 

making and blacksmith were some 

other occupations commonly known to 

the people. (Hunter 1881). 

Village land was divided into two parts, 

one was fertile and fit for cultivation.  

It was shared by different families 

living in the villages for cultivation 

purposes.  In the second part only the 

grasses grew.  It was common property 

of the whole village and was known as 

village common.  Animals were real 

possession of an Aryan family and 

showed its wealth.      

On the other side poor people were 

quite numerous.  They were 

sometimes too poor to support 

themselves involved in criminal 

activities.  This increase of crime in 

later Vedic society gives significant 

note.  In The later Vedic period there 

was a definite increase in the cases of 

theft and robbery.  This reflects the 

unequal distribution of wealth in 

society and indication that a large 

portion of society was living on the 

margins of scarcity.  They were the 

people who could get afflicted with 

famines if any natural calamity 

occurred.  They had no capacity to bear 

the brunt of famines. (Baker 1976). 

During latter Vedic period agriculture 

was the main occupation of the people.  

If Satapatha and Tittiriya Brahamanas 

were to be believed then it would be 

accepted that a minimum of six and 

maximum of 24 oxen were used for 

ploughing.  Perhaps the ploughs used 

to be heavy though the land was fertile.  

Natural manures of animals were used 

for having more produce.  Cotton, 

wheat, barley, rice and vegetable were 

common produce.  The conditions of 

the agriculturists were miserable when 

there was either excessive rain or 

drought.  Satapatha Brahamana refers 

to ploughing the field, sowing, reaping 

and thrashing of corn.  Sickle was used 
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for harvesting the crops.  Crops got 

destroyed because of flood, famines 

and droughts.  Cultivation was done 

even with the help of small stream and 

canal system had not developed. 

(Wheeler 1959).    

Jainism and Buddhism period 

During 6th century B.C. many social, 

economic and political changes had 

come in India, but of there all the most 

important were social changes, which 

brought great discontentment among 

vast population.   

There was widespread discontentment 

about the performance of costly yajnas, 

ceremonies and complicated rituals.  

The people were mostly exploited by 

priestly class which had become the 

custodian of religion.  The purity and 

simplicity of early Vedic religion which 

had attracted the people had come to 

an end.  The whole religious system 

had become quite complex and 

complicated. 

Since the whole economic pattern had 

undergone a radical change it leads to 

a change in social and religious 

pattern. It was, however, unfortunate 

that it was not coming with the result 

because of the increase of 

discontentment of the people.  The 

newly emerging classes were silently 

but slowly challenging the old existing 

rituals and ceremonies, which they 

were feeling were too costly, too rigid 

and too understandable and needed 

flexibility.  Those costly rituals and 

ceremonies proved of no avail even to 

those who spent.  This made the plight 

of common men miserable who 

decided to rise in revolt against the 

system. 

In post-Buddhist era the slaves 

increased.  The Arthasastra mentioned 

five kinds of slaves: dhvajahrta were 

those captured in battle: atmavikrayin 

were those who sold themselves: 

udaradasa were those born to slave 

parents: ahitaka were those born to 

slave parents: ahitaka were those who 

had to adopt slavery for the non-

payment of debt; and dandapranita 

were those enslaved under legal 

orders.  Manu refers seven kinds of 

slaves, viz. dhvajahrta, bhaktadasa, 

grhaja, kreeta, datta, paitraka and 

dandadasa.  It was clear that amongst 

them there were many who were 

forced to become slaves due to their 

economic conditons.  Whenever crops 

failed in a particular region, food 

became scarce, poor people could not 

survive unless they sold themselves as 

slaves.  The existence of slavery in 

itself is a proof that the bearing 

capacity of the ancient society became 
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gradually lesser as the complexities of 

social injustice increased.      

Mauryan period 

Mauryan period witnessed quite a 

number of famines.  The Jain traditions 

as recorded in the Sthavirvadicharia 

averted that ‘some two centuries after 

the demise of the Master, a terrible 

famine, ‘lasting for twelve years’, took 

place in Magadha, at the time of 

Chandragupta.  Jain traditions vary 

about the details of this well-preserved 

story of famine during the time of 

Chandragupta.  The Darsanasara refers 

‘twelve year famine in Magadha’ when 

Bhadrabahu migrated with his follwers 

to Karnataka and sthulabhadra 

remained in Magadha with his 

disciples.  This brought a division 

between Svetambara and Digambara 

seets of the Jain community.  According 

to Harusena, the famine occurred in 

Uijain, when Visakhacarya led the 

monks to Punnala in the south Mysore: 

while his teacher Bhadrababu, along 

with his disciples proceeded to Sindhu.  

We were told that Visakhacarya was 

none else but Chandragupta of Ujjain, 

who was initiated by Bhadrababu.  

According to Hemacandra the famine 

had occurred in Magadha when 

Chandragupta was ruling.  In the 

Avasayaka Curni as a result of the 

famine Bhadrababu migrated to Nepal.  

Thus the Jain sources, which were 

compiled and written much later, after 

fifth-sixth century A.D., vary in their 

details.  But most of them at least 

believed that the famine occurred 

during Chandragupta’s time and a 

large number of the monks had to 

migrate.  This brought a division in the 

Jain community and thus was an 

important event in the history of the 

Jain sect. (Atreyi Biswas 1948). 

Gupta period 

The Gupta age was the age of economic 

prosperity.  The reunion of the whole 

of Northern India and the 

establishment of an efficient system of 

administration by the strong arms of 

the Guptas paved the way for the 

economic progress of the country, 

Agriculture, trade, industry and 

banking flourished.  Considerable 

progress was made in the construction 

of works of public utility.   

Agriculture remained the economic 

basis of society during the Gupta 

period.  The Gupta rulers made it a 

point to increase agricultural 

production, since land revenue was the 

primary source of income.  Waste land 

was brought under cultivation, at the 

same time man-made irrigation, canals, 

dams were built to improve 

agriculture.  There were two principal 
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harvests one for summer and the other 

for autumn. A large variety of 

agricultural crops, trees and medicinal 

plants were grown during the Gupta 

period. 

Land was regarded as very valuable 

piece of property and its transfer could 

be effected only through the consent of 

the fellow villagers or the permission 

of the village or town council.  As 

regard the ownership of land, the 

fallow and waste land belonged to the 

state, but their actual disposal was 

made with the assent and through the 

agency of the local village panchayat or 

town council.   

The smritis and inscriptions of the 

Gupta period did not refer to 

something like the modern Zamindari 

system of Bengal or the United 

Provinces landlords not tilling their 

own lands, used to lease them to 

tenant; the latter used to receive as the 

return for their labour a share which 

varied from 33 to 50 percent of gross 

produce. 

The main agricultural products of that 

period were wheat, rice, sugarcane, 

jute, oilseeds, cotton, jowar, bajra, 

spices, betel-nuts, betel-leaves, 

medicinal drugs, incense and indigo. 

(Roy Choudhary 2016). 

Conclusion 

To summarise this, the bearing 

capacity of a society was vulnerable for 

the resistance against famines.  If the 

society is diagonally divided between 

the rich and the poor’s, if the poors of 

the society were living on the verge of 

utter poverty, if there was in 

proportionate hoarding in the hands of 

the rich, and poor could hardly survive 

with their meager wages.  If there was 

no regular control of prices and prices 

fluctuated depending on the principle 

of demand and supply, and if there 

were some areas where population 

concentration happened unevenly, 

then the ‘bearing capacity’ of that 

society cannot be regarded as strong 

enough.  Scarcity of food would 

become a common malady. The natural 

disasters were quite common in Indian 

geographical conditions.  To face these 

disasters society needed to build up its 

own resistance.  But the bearing 

capacity of ancient Indian society had 

many weaknesses and therefore the 

occurrences of famines were also 

reported periodically in every epoch of 

history. 
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