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Abstract

Currency is a very important element in the economic system of a
society as a medium of exchange. A coin is a piece of metal that
needs to have a specific purity and weight. It is also important
simultaneously to consider it as a medium of exchange. In ancient
India, 'cowry shells' were used as an easy means of exchange of
goods. The weight of 'gunja' seeds were used as a unit of
measurement in the Indus Valley civilization. In the ancient Indian
monetary system weight was measured with great precision. In
Vedic literature, the word 'niska’ 'satamana’ etc. are used to
denote metal fragments. The eighth chapter of the 'Manusamhita’
mentions the 'trasarenu’ as the first unit of measurement, which
actually refers to the very small mote which is seen when the sun
shines through a lattice. Apart from this, the words liksa, sarsapa,
krsnala, masaka, suvarna, pana/karsapana, pala, dharana, sahasa
etc. associated with various currencies and their measurement
system can be noticed in 'Manusamhita' and 'Arthasastra’.
However, after the discovery of coins that found in Taxila and
Kabul, there is undoubted evidence of the circulation of metal
coins in India in the 5th century BC. The 'karsapana' coin
mentioned in the Buddhist scriptures of the Pre-Maurya era is
quite similar to these. In various Buddhist texts such as Vinaya
Pitaka, Dhammapada, Jataka, visuddhimaggo, etc., there are
references to various coins and currency measurement terms such
as Kahapana, Kakanika, Dharana, Pala, Pada, Masaka, Addha
etc. Through the said discussion, based on the information and
data found in various Buddhist texts including 'Manusamhita’ and
'Arthasastra’ etc. to provide a detailed discussion about the
currency of the Ancient Buddhist era and its measurement system.
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Introduction

When the primitive people abandoned the nomadic life and started to live
in groups and family, the production and storage of the necessary goods
also became essential for them. Over time, a kind of division of labour
began among people based on tasks related to food, clothing or shelter.
Some were engaged in various professions such as textile weaving, some
in house construction, some in food production etc. and as a result of this
division, the practice of exchange between people can be seen. A person
who made a living by producing food, when he needed clothing or other
daily necessities, he would collect his own necessities in exchange for his
surplus. Similarly, other professionals also used to collect their desired
products or objects through barter in exchange for their surplus.

Gradually people developed a need to collect things that could not be
found in certain or remote areas and bringing goods in exchange of goods
from far away had also become a very difficult matter. As a result of this
or to solve this difficulty people of that ancient time started to use a kind
of mercantile token. Among these tokens Gold dust, Cowry Shells, Silk,
Paddy, Grains, etc. became popular in different regions.

During the Vedic period, people used cows as a unit of exchange for their
goods. Cows are mentioned as a unit of asset value. According to
Aitareya Brahmana, wealth is frequently estimated in terms of cows. In
the Rigveda, it is seen that an image of Lord Indra is offered to sale for
10 cows and in another chapter, it is seen that a sage was not willing to
sale the image of Lord Indra for 100, 1000 or even 10000 cows. Also, in
another chapter it is mentioned that when Indra sent his messenger to
rescue his stolen treasure, his treasure was mainly cows. As said by
Vedic literature, dakshina (fee) of priest was also given by cows.
(Parmeshwari, 1996, p.2)

So, it goes without saying that the cow became one of the most important
units of exchange in ancient India. Also, it has to be said that, cowry
shells which was first used as jewellery by the ancients, became a
widespread medium of exchange.

But over time the cow became a large unit as opposed to the exchange of
small commodities and conservation of the cow as a resource was also
quite difficult. Later people started using precious metals as a unit of
exchange. Which was very convenient in terms of transportation, storage,
exchange compared to other means of exchange. And later, for greater
transparency, the system of exchange through metal blocks was
developed based on the fixed weight system. The rectangular copper
pieces with inscriptions found at Mohenjo-daro, one of the oldest sites of
the Harappan civilization, are very similar to coins. So, it can be easily
assumed that the history of origin and development of Indian currency is
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quite old. Based on information from various Sanskrit and Buddhist
literatures, this article will try to provide a clear idea about the coins of
Ancient Buddhist era and their weighing system in ancient India.
Moreover, since this article is based on literary information, content
analysis method has been followed in this case.

Currency in Buddhism

An important piece of information about Buddhist currency can be found
in the dhammapada atthakatha belonging to the Tipitaka. In the anecdote
called 'sirimavatthu ' of this book, it is mentioned-

Sirima was a very beautiful courtesan of the city called Rajagaha. She
was also Jivaka's sister. When Jivaka's sister Sirima died, Lord Buddha
told the king that Sirima's body should not be cremated and that
sufficient fences should be made to prevent crows, dogs, etc. from eating
the dead body. Then, on the advice of Lord Buddha, it was made
compulsory for the common people to see the corpse in the crematorium,
and the city was announced by blowing of trumpets that anyone should
take away the body of Sirima in exchange for sahassam (a thousand).
When no one came to take the dead body, the value of the dead body was
reduced to paiicasatani (five hundred), addhateyyani satani (two hundred
and fifty), dve satani (two hundred), satam (one hundred), panndasam
(fifty), parcavisati kahapane (twenty-five kahapana), dasa kahapane
(ten kahapana), paiica kahapane (five kahdapana), ekam kahapanam (one
kahapana), addham (% kahapana), padam (Ya of kahapana), masakam,
kakanikam. However, no one was interested in taking the dead body.'
The Great man Gautama Buddha created such events to show the
fragility and mortality of human life.

But from the gradual decline in the value of the Sirima's dead body that is
shown behind this extraordinary narrative image, a sequence of values of
the coins used in ancient India can be constructed.

kakanikam < masakam < pdadam < addham < kahapanam < pariica
kahapane < dasa kahapane < paricavisati kahapane < pannasam <
satam < dve satani < addhateyyani satani < panicasatani < sahassam.

1. “sahassam datva sirimam ganhantii”’ti. Raja tatha karesi. Ekopi ‘ha’nti va
‘hu’nti va vadanto nama nahosi. Raja satthu arocesi - “na ganhanti,
bhante’ti. Tena hi, maharaja, aggham oharehiti. raja “paiicasatani datva
ganhanti’ti bherim carapetva karici ganhanakam adisva “addhateyyani
satani, dve satani, satam, pannasam, paficavisati kahdpane, dasa
kahapane, paiica kahapane, ekam kahapanam addham, padam,
masakam, kakanikam datva sirimam ganhanti’ti bherim carapesi. Koci
tam na icchi”

Dhammapada atthakatha, Jaravaggo (11), Sirimavatthu (2), p.250
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It may be noted here that the word kahapana is probably implied after the
word fifty. So, in this review it can be seen that coins Kakanika-
Kahapana were common in Buddhist India and it goes without saying
that coins became one of the main means of exchange in India during the
time of Buddha. Along with this, coins made of precious metals such as
gold, silver, copper, etc. have repeatedly appeared in various parts of
Buddhist literature.

However, different Jataka stories provide important information about
the practice of barter which was prevalent during the time of Buddha or
Buddhist era along with currency. For example-

Tandulanalijatakam (5) mentions the purchase of certain amount of
goods by tandula (rice-grain). According to Sunakhajatakam (242), a
man bought a dog with his clothes and one kahapana of cash. So, it
appears that besides coins, the practice of barter system was also
common in that ancient era.

Weight System of Early Indian coins

Coin refers to easily exchangeable and transportable pieces of metal of
specific weights and size, which are acceptable to all in economic
transactions and are guaranteed by a certain ruling group. Metal purity
and specific weight standards are very important issues in coinage. In the
ancient Hindu scripture 'Manusamhita', there is a beautiful representation
of the fact that this matter was considered with great precision in the
coinage of ancient India. In the eighth chapter of the said book, the
information about weight system is presented below-

8 trasarenu = 1 liksa

3 liksa= 1 rajasarsapa

3 rdjasarsapa =1 gaurasarsapa
6 gaurasarsapa = 1 yavamadhya
3 yavamadhya = 1 krsnala Irati

Weight measurement of gold and copper-

5 krsnala = Imdsa

16 masa (5x16 = 80 rati) = Isuvarna

4 suvarna = Ipala /niska

10 pala = 1dharana

Lkarsika (80ratis) =1copper karsapana / pana

Weight measurement of silver-

2 kysnala = 1 raupyamasaka

16 raupyamasaka = 1 raupyadharana / rajatapurana
1O0raupyadharana= 1 rdjatasatamana

(Manabendu, 2011, chapter -08, p.298)
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Kautilya's 'Arthasastra'also contains important information about the
weight system of that time.

Sgunija = lsuvarna masaka

16 masaka = Isuvarna / karsa

4 karsa = 1 pala

88 gaurasarsapa = Iraupyamasaka
16raupyamdasaka = 1dharana

(Radhagovinda, 2023, p.161)

Sippika or Cowry Shells

Pali sippika and Sanskrit kapardaka are synonymous with the English
equivalent cowry shells. That can be said to be one of the most popular
means of exchange in ancient India. This sippika or cowry shells was
used as one of the smallest units of exchange. The kakanika coin
mentioned as a medium of exchange in Buddhist literature was originally
equivalent to 20 sippikas or cowry shells (Jitendra, 2016, p.34). Also 80
sippikas were one pana Or copper karshapana and 16 panas or 1280
sippikas or cowries were equivalent to 1 purana lor silver karshapana.
(D. C., 1968, p.16)

It is mentioned in Buddhist jataka stories singalajatakam (113) that you
will not get here even 100 sippika (cowry shells) let alone two hundred
kamsa® (1 kamsa is equal to four kahapana). The impression given in this
description makes it quite certain that sippika was in vogue in those days
as a medium of exchange of very low value.

Kakanika

In the 'sirimavatthu' an anecdote of the dhammapada atthakatha, the
information previously presented under the title of '‘Currency in Buddhism'
shows that kakanika coins were at the lowest level in terms of value.
Another anecdote of dhammapada atthakatha is seen in visakhavatthu,
when asked about the total wealth of punnavaddhanakumaro, his wealth
is said to be forty crores. But that amount of wealth is also given the
equivalent term of kakanika in the said book.® This data also proves that
kakanika was a currency unit of very low value. And it has been said

2. “Saddahasi singalassa surapitassa brahmana.
Sippikanam satam natthi, kuto kamsasata duveti.”
Jataka, ekakanipato, hamcivaggo(12), singalajatakam (113), p.19

3.  “Punnavaddhanakumaro nama mahasetthi”ti. “Dhanam kittaka "nti?
“Cattalisakotiyo mahasetthi”’ti. “Dhanam tava amhakam dhanam updadaya
kakanikamattam...”
Dhammapada atthakatha, pathamo bhago, pupphavaggo (4), visakhavatthu
(8), p.119
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earlier that 1 kakanika was equivalent to 20 sippikas. Information about
exchange through kakanika also comes from Buddhist jataka stories. The
citlasetthijatakavannana mentions a man who bought a dead mouse for
his pet cat in exchange for a kakanika.* This coin was probably used
during the Buddhist period as a means of small exchange.

Masaka

According to the information given by Manu in his book 'Manusamhita'
1 masa =5 kysnala | rati and 16 mdasa / 80 rati = 1 suvarna. So, it can be
said that 4 masa / 20 rati = pada (Ysth of a total). This calculation was
related to gold weight system. The method of weighing copper and gold
is shown in the same treatise in this book. The matter was somewhat
different in the case of silver. For example, in this case 1 masa = 2
krsnala | rati and 16 masa / 32 rati = 1 dharana. The word masa is
basically a weight indicator word.

However, one pada = 4 masa in the prescribed is inconsistent with the
following information in the parajika of the Vinaya Pitaka. Because it is
said there that at that time in Rajagaha 1 pada was equivalent to 5
masaka.” Then 4 pada or the total one can be said 20 masaka. °

Some such differences are observed between the information given in
Buddhist and Hindu literature. From this it can be inferred that there may
have been some variations in weight system from time to time in coinage
of India.

There are three types of this coin called masaka described in Pali
literature. Namely — lohamdsaka, darumasaka, jatumdsaka.7 Here the
Pali word Loha means metal / copper, Daru means wood and Jatu means
lac. D. C. Sircar said,

“Masaka of iron, it is said that they were made of copper, iron or
some other metal. The wooden Masaka has been interpreted as a
coin made of hard wood or pieces of bamboo, palm-leaf, etc.,
whereas the Masaka of lac was manufactured by impressing
symbols upon small balls of lac, gum, etc.” (1968, p.8)

4. “tam misikam gahetva ekasmim apane bilalassatthaya vikkinitva
kakanikam labhitva...”
Jataka atthakatha, pathamo bhago, apannakavaggo (1),
cilasetthijatakavannanda (4), p.71

5. “Tena kho pana samayena rajagahe paiicamasako pado hoti.
Pardjikapali, dutiyaparajikam (88), p.27

6. “Buddhaghosa’s Samantapasadika says: tada Rdajagahe visati-Masako
Kahapano hoti, tasma pafica- Masako Pado.” (D. C.,1968, p.56)

7. “Rajatam nama kahapano lohamasako darumasako jatumasako Yye
voharam gacchanti.”
Pardjikapali, kosiyavaggo (2), rupiyasikkhapadam (584), p.189

i)
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There are mentions of this mdsaka coins in various places in Buddhist
literature. The Bhikkhunt vibhanigo mentions that theft refers to the taking
by a woman of paficamasaka (five masaka) or above or of equivalent
value for the purpose of stealing.® The term addhamasaka is mentioned
in Petavatthu.” Then its weight was probably half of a total masaka or 2.5
rati / kysnala. Jataka literature also mentions the word masaka to depict
the transaction of goods. For example, the price of one pot of sura
(liquor) was one masaka (Jataka, 78), a large fish was 7 masaka (Jataka,
288), etc. Kautilya's 'dArthasastra’ also mentions the term to show the
exchange of goods. For example, the rent of a bullock cart is six masaka,
the rent of camels and buffalo is four masaka, and the rent of a large car
is seven mdasaka. (Radhagovinda, 2023, p.190) In the context of the
discussion, although the word masa is a weight indicator, it can be easily
said that later the word masaka (pali) / masaka (sanskrit) was changed to
the name of the coin of that weight.

Pada

It is mentioned in a Pali-English dictionary that there is a coin called
pada. Basically, ¥ith of a total weight is corresponding to one pada.
(Davids and Willium, 1952, part-v., p.75) It is mentioned in the
citlavagga - when the Vajjiputtaka monks asked the devotees for giving
various coins for the purpose of the sarngha (the Buddhist clergy), Yasa
Thera told the devotees that they should not give kahapana, addha, pada
or masaka to the sarngha."

Again, it is mentioned in the Vinaya Pitaka mahavagga that a monk who
takes one pada or equivalent value of one pada or more than one pada in
value of stolen goods will be considered as assamano (non-ascetic).™*
According to Manu, it is previously said that 1 suvarna = 16 mdasa and 5
kysnala = 1 mdsa. Then, it can be said 20 krsnalas would be one pada

8. “Corl nama ya paiicamasakam va atirekapaiicamasakam va agghanakam
adinnam theyyasankhatam adiyati, esa cori nama.”
Pacittiyapali, bhikkhunt vibhango, dutiyasanghadisesasikkhapadam (684),
p.168

9.  “Anavatesu titthesu, vicinim addhamdasakam.”
Petavatthu, ciilavaggo (3), serinipetavatthu (467), p.31

10. “mavuso, adattha sanghassa kahapanampi addhampi padampi
masakariapampi.”
Vinaya pitaka, Cilavagga, sattasatikakkhandhakam (12),
pathamabhanavaro (446), p.259

11. “Yo bhikkhu padam va padaraham va atirekapadam va adinnam
theyyasankhatam adiyati, assamano hoti asakyaputtiyo.”
Vinaya pitaka, mahavagga, mahakhandhako, cattari akaraniyani (129),
p.69
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and with 4 pada (4 x 20) = 80 rati / krsnala which is the same of the
weight of a gold or copper karshapana. But it has already been shown
that according to Pali literature, one pada was made in 5 masakas. If as
like the information of Sanskrit literature 1 masa = 5 rati is followed in
Buddhist era then it can be assumed that pada will be in 25 (5x%5) ratis
and gold or copper kahapana will be in 100 ratis (4x25). Some of these
inconsistencies are observed in Buddhist and Hindu scriptures.

Kahapana

Pali kahapana and Sanskrit karshapana are frequently used in ancient
Indian literature. Perhaps the word is derived from the word karsa which
appears in both the 'Manusamhita' and 'Arthasastra’ texts in reference to
weight measurement. Panini's work also mentions this term. In his book
Ashtadhyayi, coins are also called karshapana and sana.

There are many references to this word kahdapana in various places in
Buddhist Jataka literature as well as another Buddhist literary works. In
the system of copper or gold weights mentioned by Manu, it is seen that
80 rati = 1 karshapana. As the information of Sanskrit Literature this
karshapana meant only copper weighing of 80 rati and coins made of
copper were called pana. But it is not always certain whether the word
kahapana which is frequently used in Buddhist literature is used in the
sense of gold, silver or copper.

In Buddhist literature, the term kahapana was used to denote this aspect
of a coin weighing one karsa. Because in Buddhist literature the word
kahapana is used not only to refer to coins made of copper, but also to
kahapana made of gold and silver. In parajika it is mentioned that a
householder gave Upananda an equivalent amount of kahdpana in lieu of
the food meat given for him.** Bhikkhunt vibhango mentions that a
devotee bought and donated ghee (clarified butter) to a sick nun named
Thullananda through kahapana.™

It is also mentioned in the Dhammapada that desires are not satisfied by
shower of kahapana coins.** Visuddhimaggo mentions — A monk said

12. “Atha kho so puriso ayasmato upanandassa sakyaputtassa kahapanam
datva ujjhayati khiyyati vipaceti ...
Parajika, kosiyavaggo (2), ripiyasikkhapadam (582), p.189

13. “Atha kho so updsako afifiatarassa apanikassa ghara Kahapanassa sappim
aharitva thullanandaya bhikkhuniya adasi.”
Pacittiyapali, bhikkhunt vibhango, pattavaggo (1), catutthasikkhapadam
(748), p.186

14. “na kahapanavassena, titti kamesu vijjati.
appassada dukha kama, iti viniaya pandito.’
Dhammapada, buddhavaggo (14), verse-186, p.13

’
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that these vessels worth of eight kahapana was given by his worshiper
mother.”

The size of karshapana is also known from the Buddhist book
Visuddhimaggo written by Buddhaghoso. It is said in this book that how
a naive boy, a rural person, and a goldsmith see the pile of kahapana
coins. Among them, the naive boy only knows the shape of those
kahapana coins is long, square, round. With this description, it is clearly
understood that at that time kahapana coins were with long, round or
square etc. this type of shapes.*

Hiranya and Suvarna

Gold coins had been one of the most valuable mediums of exchange
since ancient times. In the Samhitas and Brahmanas the word hiranya
mainly refers to denote gold.

According to Manu, weight of 80 ratis of gold is equal to one suvarpa
and 4 suvarna = Ipala / niska. In Parajika, it is mention that Sudinna’s
mother built two huge piles of hiranya and suvarpa. On the other hand,
in majjhima nikaya father of Ratthapala is also seen to have built such a
grand structure of ziranya and suvarna.

Here, the first mentioned word Airanya refers to only for gold and most
probably not for gold coins. But people use hiranya as a medium of
exchange also. Again, the word Airanya was not only used in the sense of
gold, in addition, the use of the word hiranya was observed in the sense
of silver, wealth, precious metals, or objects etc. In Vedic literature the
word hiranya is mentioned to denote silver. Hiranya was also called
harita (yellow tinged), rajata (white tinged) etc. due to the variation in
colour. On the other hand, the use of the word ‘suvarna’ in Buddhist and
Sanskrit literature may be a complement to the gold coin of that weight,
weighing 80 ratis in the specific weight system prescribed by Manu.
According to the Buddhist legend, once Anathapindika wanted to build a
monastery for the use of the Buddhist sarigha. The land he selected for
this belonged to a certain Kumar. When Anathapindika asked him the
price of the land, he replied that it should be covered with gold. It is said
that Anathapindika had covered the land with eighteen crores of gold
coins.

15. “ayam, bhante, atthakahapanagghanako patto mama matara upasikaya
dinno dhammiyalabho ...”
visuddhimaggo 1, brahmaviharaniddeso, mettabhavanakatha (251), p.113
16. “kahapanarasim eko ajatabuddhidarako, eko gamikapuriso, eko
heraniniikoti tisu janesu passamanesu ajatabuddhidarako kahapananam
cittavicittadighacaturassaparimandalabhavamattameva janati”
visuddhimaggo 2, khandhaniddeso, paniiakatha (423), p.15
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Dharana, Purana, Pana

With the word Dharana and Purana silver coinage is denoted. But Manu
mentioned the word Dharana both for gold and silver. A. R. frey said in
his book that Dharana is silver coin of ancient India which is the same as
the Purana. He also mentioned that the name is from dhri, "to hold," and
probably means, according to Cunningham, "a handful of sixteen copper
Panas." (Frey, 2001, p.65)

The weighting system of dharana or purana was slightly different than
the weight system of suvarpa. According to Manu, 2 ratis would be 1
masa and 32 ratis or 16 masa would be 1 Rajata Karshapana, Dharana
or Purana. The other term pana or copper karsapana was the coin of 80
ratis according to Sanskrit literature. In Kautilya's 'drthasastra’, these
coins are mentioned in various chapter. Kautilya said in his book that if
someone steals small animals such as cats, dogs, etc., he will be fined 54
panas, if he steals small things of ascetic people, he will be fined 100
panas and if one’s commits adultery, he will be fined 500 panas.
(Radhagovinda, 2023, p.321-322)

Conclusion

Out of the system of barter which prevailed in India since ancient times,
people gradually learned to use more modern means of exchange which
emerges in this detailed discussion. One of the most important elements
of historiography is the discussion of Coins. In the discussion of
currency, various types of important information are available about the
political life, economic life and cultural history of a nation, country or
society. The later coins used in India were more informative than the
earlier coins because in the later coins, the names of different rulers or
the drawing of their faces, the addition of different writings, etc. can be
observed. The above discussion describes the early use of various
mercantile tokens as a medium of exchange among the people of ancient
India, and how these gradually took the form of metal coins also
represented in this article. Moreover, an attempt has been made to
provide detailed information about by which name the coins were known
as in India during the pre-Buddhist period and during the Buddha's time,
through a comparative discussion of various Buddhist and Sanskrit
literature. Besides, the difference between naming and weighting
methods of coins depending on their material and weight also has
presented. The overall discussion of this paper is an attempt to bring
together the significant data on coins scattered in various parts of
Buddhist literature, which highlights the glorious history of ancient
Buddhist coins and through which it will be possible to determine the
true nature of Buddhist coins used in ancient times.
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