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Abstract: Temples in ancient India were not merely sacred spaces devoted to ritual worship but functioned as powerful socio-economic 

institutions embedded within regional political economies and cultural systems. This study examines the multifaceted role of temples 

between the early historic and late medieval periods, with particular emphasis on their economic, administrative, social, and redistributive 

functions. Drawing upon epigraphic records, inscriptions, land grants, and architectural evidence from major temple centers such as the 

Brihadeeswara Temple and the Konark Sun Temple, this research situates temples within broader agrarian, mercantile, and state 

structures. The paper argues that temples operated as corporate bodies managing land, labor, taxation, artisanal production, and trade 

networks while simultaneously legitimizing political authority and reinforcing social hierarchy. Through a critical engagement with 

historiography and economic anthropology, this study reinterprets temples as dynamic institutions that mediated between kingship, 

community, and economy. 
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1. Introduction 
 

The temple in ancient India constituted one of the most 

complex institutional formations in pre-modern South Asian 

society. Beyond their theological significance, temples 

evolved into centers of agrarian management, artisanal 

patronage, redistribution of wealth, and political legitimation. 

From the Gupta period through the Chola era and into the late 

medieval kingdoms, temple complexes emerged as structured 

economic organizations. Inscriptions from South India, 

especially under the Chola Dynasty, demonstrate that temples 

controlled vast landed endowments and supervised 

agricultural production. Similarly, monumental temples such 

as the Brihadeeswara Temple illustrate the institutionalization 

of religious infrastructure into statecraft. 

 

This study seeks to answer three core questions: 

1) How did temples accumulate and manage economic 

resources? 

2) In what ways did temples structure social relations and 

labor? 

3) How did temples mediate political authority and 

economic redistribution? 

 

The central thesis advanced here is that temples functioned as 

semi-corporate socio-economic entities that integrated sacred 

authority with material governance. 

 

2. Historiographical Review 
 

Early colonial historians portrayed Indian temples primarily 

as religious monuments. However, post-independence 

scholarship, particularly through epigraphy, transformed this 

perspective. Scholars analyzing copper-plate grants and stone 

inscriptions revealed that temples functioned as economic 

corporations. Epigraphic evidence from the reign of Rajaraja 

I demonstrates systematic land endowments to the 

Brihadeeswara Temple, including detailed accounts of 

revenue, taxation categories, and staff payments. 

 

Historiography may be divided into three schools: 

• Religious-Centric Interpretation- Temples as ritual 

institutions. 

• Marxist Materialist Approach- Temples as feudal 

economic centers. 

• Institutional-Anthropological Approach- Temples as 

redistributive nodes. 

 

Recent interdisciplinary studies emphasize temple-centered 

urbanization and economic integration. 

 

3. Theoretical Framework 
 

This study draws on: 

• Karl Polanyi’s theory of redistribution 

• Institutional economics 

• Political theology 

 

Temples may be understood as redistributive centers where 

surplus from agrarian production was collected, stored, and 

reallocated. Unlike purely market-based systems, temple 

economies combined ritual obligation, political authority, and 

customary rights. 

 

Temple as Landholding Institution 

 

Land Grants and Agrarian Expansion 

Temple wealth derived largely from royal and private land 

donations. These grants included: 

• Wetland (irrigated fields) 

• Dry land 

• Orchards 

• Village settlements 
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Under the Chola administration, temples received tax-free 

lands (devadana), encouraging agricultural expansion. The 

Brihadeeswara Temple inscriptions record precise 

measurements of donated fields and irrigation 

responsibilities. Temples became landlords overseeing 

tenants, sharecroppers, and agricultural labourers. They 

collected produce in kind and sometimes in coin. 

 

Administrative Organization 

Temple administration was highly structured. 

 

Typical positions included: 

• Chief priest (archaka) 

• Treasurer 

• Accountant 

• Temple women (devadasis) 

• Musicians 

• Artisans 

• Watchmen 

 

Records show that temple committees (sabhas) supervised 

financial management. In Tamil regions, brahmadeya villages 

were often attached to temple establishments. 

 

Temple and Trade Networks 

 

Merchant Guilds 

Temples interacted with merchant corporations such as: 

• Ayyavole 500 

• Manigramam 

 

These guilds made endowments to temples and used temple 

premises for commercial legitimacy. 

 

Urbanization 

Temple towns (nagaram) developed around large complexes. 

Markets, craft quarters, and pilgrimage-based commerce 

flourished near temple sites such as the Konark Sun Temple. 

Temples stimulated: 

• Textile production 

• Metalwork 

• Sculpture industries 

• Food distribution systems 

 

Redistribution and Welfare 

Temples operated kitchens, feeding pilgrims, students, and 

the poor. They financed: 

• Educational institutions (ghatikas) 

• Hospitals 

• Irrigation tanks 

 

The redistribution of surplus strengthened temple authority 

and embedded them within local society. 

 

Social Stratification and Labor 

Temples reinforced caste hierarchies but also provided 

structured employment across social groups. Devadasi 

institutions linked ritual service with economic security. 

Artisans gained patronage, leading to artistic innovations in 

bronze casting and stone sculpture. However, temple-

centered economies also entrenched social inequalities, as 

land ownership remained concentrated among elites. 

 

Political Legitimacy and State Formation 

Temple construction symbolized sovereign power. Kings 

portrayed themselves as divine representatives. The 

Brihadeeswara Temple functioned as a political statement of 

Chola imperial authority. Its monumental scale expressed 

centralized control over resources. Similarly, North Indian 

temples under various dynasties acted as centers for political 

ritual and coronation ceremonies. 

 

Case Study I: Brihadeeswara Temple 
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Constructed in 1010 CE by Rajaraja I, this temple maintained: 

• Hundreds of staff members 

• Extensive land grants 

• Detailed accounting systems 

• Connections with merchant guilds 

 

Inscriptions list precise quantities of paddy allocated for 

lamps, rituals, and salaries, demonstrating bureaucratic 

sophistication. 

 

Case Study II: Konark Sun Temple 
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Built in the 13th century under the Eastern Ganga dynasty, the 

Konark Sun Temple illustrates temple-centered coastal trade 

integration. Its proximity to maritime routes suggests linkage 

with Indian Ocean commerce. The temple’s scale reflects 

accumulated economic surplus and royal ambition. 

 

Decline and Transformation 

From the 13th century onward, political instability, invasions, 

and shifting trade patterns affected temple economies. 

However, many temples adapted by modifying patronage 

networks and ritual structures. Rather than total collapse, 

there was institutional transformation. 

 

4. Discussion 
 

Temples in ancient India functioned as: 

• Agrarian landlords 

• Redistributive centers 

• Employers 

• Cultural patrons 

• Political legitimizers 

 

They cannot be reduced solely to religious monuments. 

Instead, they constituted integrated socio-economic 

corporations. 

 

5. Conclusion 
 

The socio-economic role of temples in ancient India reveals a 

complex institutional landscape in which sacred authority and 

material governance were inseparable. Through land control, 

labor organization, mercantile engagement, and political 

symbolism, temples shaped regional economies and social 

hierarchies. Understanding temple institutions allows us to 

reinterpret ancient Indian economic history beyond simplistic 

feudal or ritualist frameworks. Temples were dynamic actors 

in state formation, redistribution, and cultural production. 
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