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AUTHOR'S PREFACE 

THE object of this preface is simply to acknowledge 
obligations. My chief de,bt is to the Professor of 
Public Administration for his iuterest in this study 
and for the great help which 1 have derived from 
his extensive knowledge of the ideas and machinery 
of Local Govern men t. My next obligation is to the 
Librarian of the India Office and his staff for the 
abundant facilities which they gave me for access 
to books and records, and for their kindness and 
courtesy during the two years I worked there. 
Among those who have been good enough to help 
me wIth suggestions and criticism, I must mention 
especially Mr. S. C. Hill, late Superintendent of the 
Imperial Records Office, Calcutta; Mr. R W. Frazer, 
Lecturer in Dravidian Languages at the Imperial 
Institute; and Mr. J. S. Cotton, Editor of the 
Imperial Gazetteer of India. On village administra
tion in North India, of which my knowledge is to 
a large extent second-hand, I have had the advantage 
of some talks with Sir James Wilson and Sir J. M. 
Douie, which have been distinctly illuminating. 
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PREFACE 

I HOPE that this little book, which Mr. Matthai has 
written with so much research and insight, may open 
the way for many further studies on Indian Local 
Government. 

The fragments of an indigenous Local Government 
that are still to be traced in Indian village life seem to 
me full of interest and suggestion. They are, it need 
hardly be said, easily overlooked. One able collector 
of long service in Central India informed me that he 
had been, until a few months before, totally unawar~ 
that anything of the sort existed in any of the villages 
over which he ruled. But being led to make specific 
inquiries on the subject, he had just discovered, in 
village after village, a distinctly elfective, if some
what shadowy, local organization, in one or other form 
of panchayat, which was, in fact, now and then giving 
decisions on matters of communal concern, adjudicating 
civil disputes, and even condemning olfenders to 
reparation and fine. Such a Local Government 
organization is, of course, "extra-legal," and has no 
statutory warrant, and, in the eyes of the British 
tribunals" possesses no authority whatever. But it has 
gone on silently existing, possibly' for longer than 
the British Empire itself, and is still elfectively 
functioning, merely by common consent and with the 
ve,ry raft sanction of the local p'ublic opinion. Mr. 
Ma.tthai's careful des~ptions enable us to realize what 
this Village Government has been, and probably often 
~till is, and the·subjects with which it deals. 

is 
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I may perhaps be permitted to cite a similar experi
ence of my own. In England there are about three 
hundred local authorities, styled Commission~ of 
Sewers, who have been appointed by Royal,Authority, 
in some places for six or seven centuries, afid who derive 
their powers to protect the land from flooding:s, and to 
tax and to fine, exclusively from Parliament and the 
King. U nderl ying these august dignitaries, however, 
the careful observer may discover, in one C<1..mty after 
another, still existing fragments of another ;lnd an older 
local organization against floodings, unknown to the 
statutory constitution and never yet described in any 
book, in the form of juries of local residents who make 
their own rules, exercise their own primitive "watch 
and ward" of the embankments and dykes, carry out 
the minor precautionary measures that they themselves 
devise, and stand in a curious and ever-varying 
relationship, unprovided for by statute, to ·the official 
Commissioners, who naively regard themselves as the 
sale Local Authorities. Mr. Matthai rightly draws 
attention to another analogy, in the common black
smith, the common innkeeper, the common miller, and 
the common carrier of rural England-immemorial 
village officials, bound to village service, long unknown 
to the lawyers of the King's Courts, and entirely 
unauthorized by Parliament. 

One suggestion that these fragments of indigenous 
Indian Local Government seem to afford is that we 
sometimes tend to exaggerate .the extent to which the 
cleavages of caste have prevailed over the community 
of neighbourhood. How often is one informed, "with 
authority," that the pancha'Yat of which we c.atch 
glimpses must be only a caste panchayat! It is plain, 
on the evidence, that however frequent and potent may 
be the panchayat of a caste, there have been arvi still are 
ptl1tchayats of men of different castes, exercising. the 
functions of a Village Council over villagers of different 
castes. How widely prevalent these may be riot even 
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the Government of India can yet inform J$. ap.t jf 
people would only look for traces of Village GoverI):-' 
men\, instead of mainly for evidences of caSte domin:.. 
ance, we might learn more on the subject. Now. 
whatever may be the advantages of c;,aste divisions, it jS 
plain th1it they constitute, for the most Plll't, an obstacle 
to the development (jf Government, central or '''local. 
The gradual substitution of territorial for tribal 
organizat;on in Europe, which it took many centuries 
to accomplish, and the equally gradual supersession of 
family law by the law of the geographical mighbourhood, 
lie at the roots of European progress. Local Govern
ment, at any rate, must, to be effective, nowadays be 
based, in the main, not on tribal or family but on 
neighbourhood groups. The common services that it 
provides, the common rules that it enacts, and the 
common fund that it administers must, in practice, be 
those of the village or the district as a whole. Where 
caste lines are strong it is doubtless practically im
possible to ignore them, however disastrous may be the 
cleavages that they cause. But we see that, even where 
caste exists, it has, in fact, permitted a great deal of 
common life, and that it is compatible with active 
Village Councils. It seems important, therefore, to 
emphasize, not to ignore, .all the common life of the 
lndian village, in which the necessities of neighbour
hood have held their own, or have prevailed against 
the divisions of caste. 

It is not for me to dwell upon the advantage, on 
which various Government Resolutions and Minutes 
have insisted, of making use of, and developing, such 
fragments of indigenous Local Government as exist in 
India; and of shaping the new upon the 'lines of the 
ole\. But I may be permitted to dra.w attention to 
the ext91t to which the newest thought, in France as 
wClI as in England, is emphasizing the importance of 
not resting content with even the best possible develop.. 
ment bf Nationtl, Provincial, or Municipal Government, 
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orgapized merely" from above," in large geographical 
districts. What is now being urged, with convincing 
authority,' with regard not to India but to Wdtern 
Europe, is that any such government, however 
mechanically perfect, will fail to take root in the minds 
of the, mass o£ the people-will fail to gain fr.om them 
the life without which it will be but a clog upon their 
own development-unless it is in some way grafted on 
the spontaneous groupings of the people themselves, 
whether theSe" be groupings by vocation or by race, by 
community of religious belief or by propinquity of 
neighbourhood; and thie; however incongruous may 
seem the conceptions and the procedure of these 
spontaneous popular groupings, with the theoretical 
conclusions. of our political science. For instance, in 
England as in France, we still habitually think of 
Democracy as being, or at least as necessarily involving, 
the Popular Election of representatives or rulers: the 
Indian village, like the Russian mir, may remind us 
that Vote by Ballot and Party Government are only 
two among several expedients for bringing administra
tion under public control. We make much, in Western 
Europe and America, of Decision by Majority Vote: 
the Indian village offers us, like the Quaker meeting, 
a possibly higher alternative, if we believe in Govern
ment by Consent, in Decision by the General Sense of 
the Community. In England onr lawyers and states
men are still encumbered with the Austinian pedantry 
of a century ago, which taught them that obligations 
are but the obverse of rights, and that nothing is a 
right which is not enforceable by judicial proceedings 
-the inference being that there can be no binding 
obligation to the public at large, to the village as a 
whole, to the craft to which one belongs, to all the 
members of one's family, or to future ~eli!erations. 
The Indian Village, like the Early English Manor, 
emphasizes obligations rather than rights; and 0 far 
from confining itself to rights on which'some particular 
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person could take action for his own beneB:t, de~otes 
itself largely to the enforcement of obligations to ttu. 
public. 

If one who knows, at first hand, next to nothing< 
about the country may be permitted any opinion at d, 
I would suggest that, as a factor of effecti.ve sociaJ pro
gress in 1ndia, the development of Local Government 
stands second in importance to scarcely any whatsoever. 
The rou~ne administration of the common affairs of 
the Village, the Municipality, and the 1}jstrict--even 
putting aside for the moment those of the P~o~nce ; 
how these are actually being organized in the <iifferent 
parts of India, and with what result; the way in which 
more social tissue is being, or can be, developed for the 
communal management of the school and the temple, 
the relief of the helpless and distressed, the mainten
ance of the public health, the execution of public works 
and the organization of public services, the protection 
of life and property and the settlement of disputes-:
all this presents a field for study which is likely to be 
of real use to India; and, indeed, to the world. We 
are accustomed, in Europe, to take as a rough test of 
the social administration of any nation the changes in 
its annual death-rate; or, rather, in the average expec
tation of life of the whole population. The first and 
most important business of a Government is, after all, 
to contrive that its people should live and not die! In 
the long run, in the judgment of history.)t is by this 
test that Governments will be judged. How does 
India stand this test? In the'most civilized parts of 
Europe, during the past three-quarters of a century, 
mainly by a dC'Uelopment of Local Government-using 
only that scientific knowledge which is equally available 
to all administrations-we have about doubled the 
averag~xpectation of life of the whole population. 
SeQng that in India, where the circumstances are more 
adverse, the average expectation of life of the people is 
only 50mewhelt about one-half that of the people of 
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EngJand,rthere is perhaps no direction in which the 
community could more profitably invest its thought, 
its effort, and its money, than in a wise development of 
its Local Government. I am glad to think that this 
idea is more and more engaging the l1ttention of the 
thoughtful Iiuropean or American missionary and 
British official. But in this as in other matters it is to 
India itself that, in the main, India must look; and 
there might with advantage be a much greater turning 
of attention, among Indian students and their in
structors, to the problems of Local Government. I do 
not know how many of the couple of hundred 
university colleges in India have even one course of 
lectures each session describing the history, the organi
zation, and the functions of Local Government in India 
or elsewhere. I have not heard of the foundation of 
any Professorship of Local Government. I wonder 
how many books on Local Government are to be found 
in the libraries to which the Indian college students 
have access. How often have Provincial Directors of 
Education called attention to this omission? It would 
be interesting to inquire how frequently any problem 
of Local Government has been gi ven as a subject for 
an essay, or made the topic for discussion at a debating 
society. 

Local Government, it is only fair to say, though as 
old as the hills, and a practical success for more than 
half a century, is a relatively new discovery to the 
professor of political science, as it is to the politician. 
Right down to the end of the nineteenth century, august 
treatises on the British Constitution, and solemn surveys 
of the functions of government, confined themselves 
exclusively to the organization and development of the 
National or Central Government, which ,is decorated 

I What a lon, what a tratedy it il that to many of India', mOlt valuable C~iseD. 
die before they are fifty! A deliberate 1C1elltilic LDyutisatieQ iDto the eaGlet of 
p"em.ture duth m IndIa, of .d.lll •• bject neiLhu 10 pr.jvatiop 110" 10 iDd~ 
acddenta or dilutel, might be of great vllae. 
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with the trappings of royalty, and made the subject; of 
Parliamentary discussion. In common 'talk we followed 
suit, and u.qually refused to regard as "government" 
all that vast part of the governmental machinery of the 
community which is administered locally. We have 
discussed endlessly, in England as in lndi., the short
comings of "the Government," and the n~e4 for its 
reform, in this way or that. But we do not' give suffi
cient heed in England-and I suspect that this is even 
more the case in India--to that part of Government 
which really concerns us most, because it is merely Local 
Government. 

This neglect is, I venture to think, II- grave mistake. 
In the nations which, in the twentieth 'Cell1tury, regard 
themselves as the most advanced in civilization, or the 
most highly developed in social life-whether we take 
the United Kingdom or Germany, France or the United 
States-we find that by far the largest part of goyern
ment is now that which is not carried on in the capital 

. cities, by Departments of State, at the bidding Of Parlia
ments ; but that which is being adtPinistered locally, in 
village or parish or commune, in municipality or county 
or district, by the direction and for the advantage of the 
people of these localities. In times of peace, indeed, Local 
Government has become, in these advanced countries, in 
the aggregate, actually more extensive than the Central 
or National Government; apart from the payment of 
interest on old debts it often spends more money and 
has many more officials in its employment; it usually 
carries on more enterprises and conducts more services 
for the common good; it even enacts, in its by-laws 
and regulations, a greater volume of laws that we have 
to obey than the National Legislature. This is not 
because Parliament has become less energetic or less 
important. On the contrary, it is busier and more 
importanf'than ever. But the other branch of Govern
ment; Local Government, has, during the past half
century, enormously grown, so that in England all the 
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aggregate of parish councils, district cO~l\c.ils, ,i:lOrough 
councils, and county councils come to be, in magnitude 
or volume of busin~, greater than all the Government 
Departments put together. This, I apprehend, is very 
far from being the position in India to-day. But if 
India is to ,advance in civilization and prosperity as 
other countries have advanced, it seems probable that 
an analogous growth of Local Government--even to the 
extent of its doing more work, spending more money, 
employing more officials, and ,makhtg mor~ laws than 
the Viceroy and his Councils-will, in the course of the 
coming century, take place in India. 

It has sometimes been said, as a reason why the 
business of government will never really enter effec
tively into the minds of the mass of the people of 
India, that they are "a people of v.illagtrs." Such a 
fact, as it seems to me, would be at least an argument 
for a great and far-reaching expansion of Village 
Government. But I su~gest that it may not in reality 
be true (though non-IndIans are sometimes reproached 
for their seeming ignorance on this point) that the 
people of India are a people of villagers, in the sense 
in which that phrase is commonly used. The Census, 
indeed, tells us that something like nine out of every 
ten of the dwellers between the Himalayas and Cape 
Comorin are found inhabiting villages of less than 
5,000 population. But it is a mistake to assume that 
a land of villages nec~ssarily means what is usually 
implied by the phrase, a people of villagers. In truth 
India, for all its villag.cs, has been also, at all , known 
periods; and to-day still is, perhaps to a greater extent 
than ever before, what Anglo-Saxon England, for in
stance, was not, or the South African Republic in the 
days before gotd had been discovered, and what the 
Balkan Peninsula even at the present time may perhaps 
not be, namely, a land of flourishing ci~es, of a 
distinctly urban civilizati, 1, exhibiting not onl y spiendid 
architecture, and the ,hign developnr.:nt of the manu. 
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factu;ing arts made WSSible ~y the coneentration of 
population and wealth,' but likewise-what is much 
more important-a secretion of thought, an accumula
tion of knowledge, and a development of literature and 
philosophy which are not in the least like the character
istic products of villagers as we know t~em in EuroJlC 
or America. And to-day, although the teeming ~rowds 
who throng the narrow lanes of Calcutta or Benares, 
Bombay,Dr Poonll, Madras or Hyderabad, or even the 
millions who temporarily swarm at Hardwar or Allaha.
bad or Puri, may in.clude only a small percentage of 
the whole population, yet the Indian social order does 
not seem to be, in the European understanding of the 
phrase. either on its good or on its bad side, essentially 
one of villagers. The disdnction may be of im
portance, because the Local Government developed, by 
peoples of villagers, as we know of them in An~o
Saxon England, in the early days of the South Afrlcart 
Republic, and in the Balkan States, is of a very different 
type from that which takes root and d~Velops, eveR in 
the villages, in those nations which have also a city life, 
centres of religious activity, colleges and universities, 
and other" nodal points," from which emanate, through 
popular literature, pilgrimages, and the newspaper press, 
slow but far-spreading waves of thought and feeling, 
and aspirations which it is fatal to ignore. It is very, 
largely through the development of Local Government 
that such a people beoomeS an organized nation. 

It seems a pity that the aspirations of so many 
Indians for "Indian Self-Government," and especially 
those of Indian students, should contemplate so exclu
sively that part of Government which concerns India as 
a whole. After all, even in such "self-governing" 
Dominions as Canada and Australia. the part that is 
played in the government of the country by 'the 
Dominion Governor-General. the Dominion Legisla
tUre. and the Dominiol\f~ivil Service, is ,not by any 
means so large as it is C6nspicuous. It is the Local 
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Governme~t of Village or Municipality that touches 
most nearly the lives of the people. It is because they 
themselves run their Local Government, much more 
than in respect of any real share that they have in the 
Dominion Governments, that these peoples are essenti
ally "self-gove~ning." I do not in any way deprecate 
the desire or belittle the claim that India, like other parts 
of the British Empire, should be administered in the main 
by Indians in accordance with Indian public opinion. 
But in India, as elsewhere, it is Local Government that 
is destined to grow, at a much greater rate than Central 
Government, and the importance of the field thus 
opening out should not be overlooked. There is here, 
as it seems to me, a greater and certainly a more 
accessible sphere for the exercise of autonomy. In 
practice it will be found, as the century advances, that 
by far the greater part of " Indian Self-Government," 
and more and more of the part in which the daily lives 
of the Indian people are. most intimately concerned, 
will lie, not in the spher~ of His Excellency the Viceroy 
in Council-not even in that of the Provincial Govern
ments-but in those of the Village Council, the District 
Board, and the Municipality, or of any Local Autho
rities that may supersede them. In the fully organized 
India of a century hence, as in the England of to
merrow, it may well be that it may be these, or some 
analogous bodies, that will be found exercising actually 
the larger part of all the functions of government. 
expending the larger part of that share of the people's 
income which is administered collectively, appointing 
and controlling the majority of all the salaried servants 
of the community, and even enacting, in the; aggregate, 
in their by-laws and regulations, a greater volume of 
the laws that· the people obey. 

SIDNEY W~BB. 
4-1 GllOSVEIIIOI!. ROAD, WBSTMINSTBR. 

Octoher 1915. 
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· VILLAGE GOVERNMENT 
IN, BRITISH IND'IA 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTORY 

1. THIS essay is mainly an attempt to bring together 
the chief facts about village local government which 
have been noticed in Indian official publications, 
especially during the past fifty years. Some very able 
and informing books have been written, notably by 
the late Sir Henry Maine and Mr. B. H. Baden
Powell, on the Indian village community as a system 
of landholding and economic association. It was Sir 
Henry Maine's work,i which first drew the serious 
atten.tion of European studentS to the place of the 
village community in the progress of society in 
the East and the West. His aim was not to 
describe the constitution of the village community 
in any detail, but rather by insi?ting on stmle o( 
its broader features to show its relation to a iltudy 
of early communities in' general. The collection of 
official infQrm!l.tion, in Il}dia had not procet(ded very 
far in Maine~s time; and ht( had to de~nd to a 
large ettent on. personal obs~rration and infel:ll1al 
rep,orts. This n~Ssari{r left sbme of his data open 
_.' L: . " I ,", 

, I. .Yr~ C."", •• iIk,· i. tAe E." ."d """ j ~. Early Hato? if I~tit"fI""'. 
] • .ArJqpu ':J..w I .. . ~11 w.. •. " C.,,.,.. 

2. 
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" to question, as judged by the light of subsequent 
information. But it would be hardly right to say 
that this has in any serious measure taken away from 
the value of Maine's writings on the Indian villa~e. 
They are still, in a real sense, the classical authonty 
on the subject; and they are likely to remain so 
lirhatever adJitional information on specific questions 
may be brought out by future research. 

2. A full and possibly exhaustive account of the 
village community on its economic side was produced 
by Mr. B. H. Baden-Powell in his two well-known 
books. I It is a detailed and accurate description of 
the mf'thl)ds of landholding met with in the various 
provinces of British India. As the village is still 
the administrative unit in r~venue matters, there is 
necessarily a great deal of valuable information to be 
found in the book, on the position of the village
its officers and institutions-in the scheme of Indian 
administration. Baden-Powell relied mainly for his 
materials on the official reports of land settlement in 
India and on the valuable series of District Gazetteers 
in ' the different provinces, some of which had already 
been compiled and others were in process of being 
compiled. His book is that of a patient and careful 
student working upon an extensive range of materials, 
scattered throughout the length and breadth of the 
country, but accessible in a reliable and more or less 
definite form. His work has rather supplemented 
than superseded Maine; and though in certain im
portant details his researches have shown up the 
defects in Maine's data, on the whole his contribution 
is to be regarded as filling in the comprehensive 
outline sketched out by Maine's master hand. The 
one was telescopic in his vision, the other micro
scopic. 

3. Both these authoritative writers, homval; have 
' .... 

, I. Tluz...ut Sp-. if Briw4 /Ui4. 3 ""J.. CloreD<kla J>.-, "~. a. Tlu 
1""'- Yill.~ C-.w". LoncmlDl, 18,4. 
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to a large ~tent 1:ontined their attention to ih;;~ 
community in its relation to the holding and cultin.,. 
tion of land. This, of course, is the primary interest 
of the village community"and by far the most com
plicated and difficult problem in conq,ection with it. 
Nevertheless, it cannot but be that whe~ a wandering 
tribe settles down to a "stationary occupation ob ,', 
definite plot of land, other interests and problems 
must arise besides looking after and improving the 
means of living. Their first concern must needs be 
how to till the land and make the best use of its 
resources, and if they have reached the stage of living 
under the protection of a king, to give him his dues 
from the produce of the land. But while these things 
occupy the largest amount of attention, the ordinary 
human relationships' into which men are brought in 
a settled society will bring in their wake such questions 
as the settlement of disputes, the prevention of crime, 
and the improvement of the means of general well
being. In the way in which these questions are met, 
between the primitive village community and the most 
highly developed modern state, the resemblances are 
perhaps as striking as the differences. The object 
of this essay is to present a connected picture of the 
methods adopted by the village community to meet 
these simple administrative needs, so far as they may 
be gathered from the relics which have survived and 
have been recorded. It also aims at showing how 
far these simple expedients have been retained or 
refashioned under British rule. But it lays no claim 
whatever to any special understanding of the Hindu 
village community in its palmy days, or to having 
made any research in that direction. 

4. It is necessary at the outset to point out some 
of the limits which have been set to this work. The 
m~ which will be given throughout to the term 
Village Government is that part of the government of 
a image which .is ca.tried on by means. of individual 
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officers and public bodies exercising jUf'jsdiction, as a 
ru(e, within the local limits of a single village. This 
by no means represents the whole administrative~ work 
done in a village under present conditions, for a 
very considerable share of the work-and often the 
more imp6~nt-is done by means of government 
officers and local boards having charge of larger or 
smaller groups of villages. Unless this fact is re
memberecj., the following pages will be '. found to 
provide a very one-sided picture of village adminis
tration in India. The question which it is sought 
to answer here is, not how a village in British India 
is administered, but rather in what parts of this 
administration and to what extent are the local 
officers and institutions of the village community 
utilized. 

5. Again, this study of village government is 
confined to British India. That is, it excludes from 
its survey the Protected States and Agencies, what 
are called the Native States. This, even in point 
of sheer magnitude, is to make a considerable de
duction, because while the area enclosed within the 
geographical boundaries of India is about 1,800,000 

square miles inhabited by more than 300,000,000 

people, the area covered in the Native States is about 
824,000 square miles and the population 70,000,000.1 

But the extent of the deduction is more than merely 
numerical. It is probable that in the Native States 
where archaic institutions possess on the whole a 
more sheltered life, the old village institutions will 
be found in a less disorganized form than in British 
India. To exclude the Native States, then, is to 
exclude what is possibly a more fruitful field of study 
from our point of view. But this has been thought 
necessary, partly for reducing the compass of the 
survey, there being much greater diversity~) '} the 

1_J><r,.} G.vutt<er of In,!i", YO!. it, pJfi S9. 61. 
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l\tative States than in the provinces of British India; 
and partly because of the comparative absence of 
reliable recorded materials in the vast majority of the 
Native States. 

6. A third limitation is th~ exclusioA from this 
essay of the whole subject of land revlriue ami the 
allied subject of the rights of a village community in 
adjacent 'forests. In the administration of lanli 
revenue, village communities and officers ',play an itri-' 
portant part, both in the collection of the ta~ and 
in maintaining the necessary accounts. This, in ~, 
is their most important share in village administration. 
Every other thing they do comes a long' way behind 
in importance. The subject, however, is dealt with 
in such detail in Baden-Powell's book l that it is 
profitless to attempt a less full and clear account 
here. Besides, the subject of land revenue in India 
is so enormously complex that on a short and second
hand study it seems much the safer thing, in spite 
of its obvious disadvantages, to leave the subject 
alone as far as possible. The other question, namely, 
that of giving village communities the right to cut 
fuel and graze cattle in neighbouring forest areas 
and to make their own arrangements for enjoying 
the right, has often engaged the attention of provin
cial governments. Recently the Madras Government 
took steps to organize village forest committees in 
selected areas. But the whole matter remains more 
or less tentative. 

7. The importance of the village in Indian admin
istration consists in the fact that the vast majorityl 
of the inhabitants still live in villages. It is difficult' 
to lay down precisely, the distinction between a' town 
and a village in It;ldia, though to an observer on 
the s~t the distinctioll may app6ar tairly easy. 
Some"' rough idea of the difference may be got by 

• 
Th. L""d s,""., of British I.d,a. 
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following the Census definition of the terms "town" 
and "village." A town was held to include-

(I) Every Municipality. 
(2) All Civil Lines not included within Municipal 

limits. 
(3) Every Cantonment. 
(4) Every other continuous collection of houses 

inhabited by not less than 5,000 persons, 
which the Provincial Superintendent (of 
Census operations) may decide to treat as 
a town for Census purposes. 

Of these (2) and (3) are of relatively little con
sequence and may safely be left out of account. The 
two main factors, then, which al:cording to the Census 
standard determine whether a locality is a town or 
a village are: (J) whether a Municipal Council has 
been set up in the locality, and (2) whether the popula
tion exceeds 5,000. With regard to the former, there 
is a provision in most proyinces against the introduc
tion of Municipal Councils in ,areas in which a large 
proportion of the population; depend on agriculture 
for their subsistence. Therefore, the chief distinction 
between a place which possesses a Municipal Council 
and one which does not is that the first is mainly 
industrial, while the second is mainly agricultural. 
This, though on the whole true, must be taken with 
a considerable degree of 'qualification. With regud 
to the second, namely, the standard of population, it 
has been urged that the minimum of 5,000 fixed for 
an Indian town is too high. The following comment 
on the point in the last Census Report is instructive. 
"In Germany 'landstadte' or places with a population 
of 2,000 to 5,000 are included in the urban category; 
in America the same category is used to incl'rMe all 
( incorporated' places with a population of 2.,500 and. 
upwards, and in England all sanitary districts with 
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* .', 
3,000 or more inhabitants. In lixing the staJi¥ 
for India at 5,000, however, we have certail'1ly not 
erred in the direction of over-exclusivencsS: The 
local conditions are wholly different from thosep~ 
vailing in Western countries; and the great majority 
of places with that number of inhabitllnts, whether 
municipalities or not, partake rather of the nature 
of overgrown villages than of towns as the term is 
understood in Europe. Trade and induMry are still 
to a great extent monopolized by the larger towns. 
With the spread of railways and the general improve
ment in means of .communication, the smaller toW1ls 
are growing , ~n importance as distributing centres, 
but the pro(!X!ss is a slow one and comparatively little 
progress in this direction has yet been made." I 

8. Understanding a village in this sense, it will be 
found that there is a fairly uniform distribution of 
population between towns and villages in the different 
provinces of British India. The proportion who live 
in villages varies from about 85 to 95 per cent. The 
general rate of distribution for the ,~hole of India 
per thousand of population is as follows;-

British India 
Native States 

Villages. 

90 5 
900 

Towns. 

. ~5 
~ IOO 

If we divide villages into four classes, as below, 
according to the number of inhabitants; (I) over 
5,00'!, (2) from 2,000 to 5,000, (3) from 500 to 2,000, 
(4) under 5oo-we get the following distribution for 
every thousand of the village population :-

British India 
1~ ative States 

5,000 and %,000 to 
over, 5,000 

18 138 
10 II4 

500 to 
:.000 

483 
+54 · 

Under 
500• 

360 .x 
42 :22 
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fJ. It must not be assumed that in all the areas noted 
as villages in the Census Report, there were in existence 
in the past village communities in the sense of close 
corporations of agriculturists living a more or less 
common life. It is true that the village communitY' 
must have existed in some form or other in nearly 
every part of India; and evidences of its survival are 
still found, though less easily distinguishable in sothe 
places than in others. vThere are certain regions, how
ever, where the system of village communities does 
not appear to have existed at all. ,And, therefore, 
when we speak of village local government here, we! 
lJlean what is almost entirely an artificial creation. 
Whatever local unity there is in these places is the 
result of the new administrative machinery. Three 
such areas have been noted. First, the British 
Himalayan districts which contain a limited area of 
fiat land and occasional patches of good soil on the 
hill-side. People live here in single homesteads or 
in very small groups of two or three families. I 
Secondly, along the west coast towards the south'-: 
the districts of North Kanara, South Kanara, and 
Malabar-the land, here lyi~ between the sea and the 
Western Ghat mountains is constantly intersected by 
hills and rivers and wide ravines. The inhabitants 
generally live in isolated homesteads, each with its: 
own garden.2 - Thirdly, the districts in the South 
Punjab below Multan where the country is so rainless' 
that permanent cultivation is possible only under 
exceptional circumstances.3 To these may be added 
the tract of country along the North-West Frontier 
-Baluchistan, the North-West Frontier Province, and 
parts of Sind-where society is still organized in tribal 
rather than in village communities. The introduction 
of settled administration has tended t6 the: formation 

, 'TAt l.tli"" ITillago Co""" •• i", Baden-Powell, Loagnp.n., .896, p. S7 • 
• IbId., po 6.. , ' Ibid., p. 64. 
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of villages as local units. But whenever the ~ 
"village" is used, it must be qnclc:rst9Qd to mean Jittk 
more than the adlPinistrative area oecupiee by a sub. 
division of a tribe and does not necessarily connote ,aBf 
settled corporate life. ' 

10. The systems of landholding met with in village 
communities in different parts of India show an im~ 
m'ense variety of principle as well as detail. But amid 
all this extraordinary diversity, two main types may be 
distinguished with a certain degree of dearness. They 
have' been called respectively the Landlord and the 
Non-Landlord type. The former is met with in the 
Punjab, the United Provinces, and the greater part of 
the Central Provinces, while the latter is found pqnci
pally in Madras and Bombay and, we may add, Burma. 
The characteristic of the Landlord village is that there 
is in it a powerful joint body of proprietors who form 
a close oligarchy. in relation to the general mass of in
habitants. They claim jointly the entire village site, 
the cultivated land and the waste; and the other 
inhabitants pay rents to them for permission to hold 
and use land. Here the revenue was formerly assessed 
on the village as a whole, and the incidence was dis
tributed among the members of the proprietary group. 
In the Non-Landlord village there is no joint ownet<
ship and no communal responsibility for paying the 
revenue. Each cultivator holds his own land and pays 
the tax on it directly to the State. Accordrhg to 
Baden-Powell, the di/ference between the two types 
may possibly be traced to their respective origins. In 
the first case, it may be inferred that the village 
community was founded either (a) by a body of 
men knit together by ties of blood or association who 
originally colonized the village or conquered it-or 
(b) by a single' proprietor who obtained the village 
by grant or \,urchase. In the second case, the village 
was probably founded by individual settlers clearing 
the' jungle, eat1l for himself, a ,bit here and a bit 
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there, sufficient to satisfy the separate needs of each 
setHer. I 

I 1. The differences between the two types of villages 
need not detain us here. because so far as the adminis
trative system is concerned, the differences, though 
great, do not. call for a separate treatment of the two 
types. The main contrast in point of local administra
tion appears to lie in the relative importance assigned 
to the village headman under the two systems. In 
villages of the 'Non-Landlord class, where there is a 
large mass of smallholders of equal position and in
fluence, it becomes sooner or later necessary to appoin~ 
a c:ingle leader and to entrust him with sufficient powers' 
to keep the community together. In the other class, a 
close oligarchy of large proprietors do not lie under the 
same necessity to secure the services of a common chief. 
And besides, the mutual jealousies which arise in such 
a narrow circle would render a choice difficult even if 
the necessity were proved. The result is that in the 
former, the headman has always been part of the 
original constitution, holding an important position in 
every sphere of village life, while in the latter the 
headman is a comparatively recent creation of Govern
ment and the original purpose of his appointment was' 
simply to act as an intermediary in revenue matters 
between the proprietary body and the Government.2 

12. It is perhaps superfl'uous to seek for any deeper 
explanation of the origin of village communities than 
the necessity for combination in order to satisfy certaiq 
,elementary needs. The principal need was probably 
that of mutual defence against different kinds of adverse 
forces. To men sc!ttled in a dense jungle the greatest 
dan~er might arise from wild beasts and plundering 

1 LfJlId Systems of Bra;"" IndIa, Ba.dcD-Powcll, vol i, pp. 144"54. Maine'. 
ideaa of the Indian village were probably derived altoeether from the Landlord type 
of village . 

• Tnc term" Lambardar" used to denote a headman in a Landlord villqe rnc&nt 
really one who bean a number, the Dumber relating to the rcgiltcr of "mage land .. 
bIIlden in the colle,tor', offi~. • 
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tribesmen, whil~ to those Jiv~ng in an opc;n COQIPY, 
the danger might arise 'from other groUps &f ~1i1te 
themselves. And then when a tract of coGntry is settled 
and brought under the authority of a central power, 
there comes tile need of meeting the demands of ~e 
king's revenue agents. Each common .need of this 
sort, we may suppose, would furnish , an incentive to 
unite. In his book, The ECQnQlIIic Traluitioll ill Inditl, I 
Sir Theodore Morison points out the analogy in this 
respect between the village communities of India and 
of France-an analogy which perhaps will hold good 
between viJIage communities everywhere. While this 
sense of some strong common need must have been the 
prevailing cause, we may also believe that whenever a 
wandering tribe settled down, the mere tribal instinct 
of association would lead to the formation of compact 
groups, apart from any pressing necessity for colh
bin;u:ion. 2 

/y 3. In addition to these causes, we find that under 
ordered and centralized governments, the king him
self might originate and direct the formation of new 
village communities. v In the A,.thaJ_l1..st'7!, an ancient 
Indian political treatise commonTy ascribed to the time 
of the Emperor Chandragupta Maurya3 (d. 297 B.C.). 
the following reference occurs to new villages: 
II Either by inducing foreigners to immigrate or by 
causing the thickly populated centres of his own 
kingdom to send forth the excessive population, the 
king may construct villages either on new sites or on 
old ruins. Villages consisting each of not less than 
100 families and of not more than 500 families 
of agricultural people of the Sudra caste, with 
boundaries extending as far as a "rosa .(900 feet) or two, 
and capable of protecting each other .shall be formed. 

I Murray, 1911, PI':. 35-6. 
~ uwd $,II111U of B',fi,;" I.Ji., Baden-Powell. vol. i, p. 108 • 
• "w. lI1lIy accept it (the .4rtluJiiJtr.) u on luthoritati ... I.e"""t or political 

IDd _ill collditioo • .;o tb. C.Dseli. plain ill the .... of AlnaDder the Gnoat, 
3'$ a.c. "-EIIrlJ Hi,,.? if 1"" .. V. A. Smith, Od.rd, "'4, Pr.136-,. 
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Boundaries shall be denoted by a river, a mountain, 
fo;ests, bulbous plant!l" caves, artificial buildings 
(setubandha), or by trees." I -' 

14. A similar instance of the king taking the 
initiative in the formation of a village community 
appears in a South Indian inscription of the thirteenth 
century' A.D. The village in question was intended 
to accommodate 108 Brahmans. Sufficient land was 
purchased for the village site, which was to contain 
room for the erection of a temple, and for the house
sites of the 108 Brahmans, of the village servants and 
of the men in charge of the village library (Sarasvatt
BhiiJldhatattar). The lands were bought from the 
old title-holders and tenants with all the benefits and 
appurtenances which belonged to them; and these 
were transferred in their entirety to the new settlers. 
A right of way was secured over certain lanJs outside 
the village for the Brahmans to walk to the tank for 
the performance of the daily prayers (Sandhya Van
dana). Land was also provided for grazing cattle, for 
the maintenance of the families of the new settlers, 
each of whom appears to have received a definite piece 
of land, and for the remuneration of the village 
officers and artisans.2 

IS. It is probably to artificial villages of this kind 
which were established under the direction of the king 
that the detailed regulations for planning and building 
villages, laid down in the Manasara Silpasastra 3 would 
be found to apply. There is an interesting summary 
of these regulations in a recent book by Mr. E. B. 
H",ell, Ancifnt and Medieval Architecture of India. 4 

Elaborate rules are laid down for the selection of a 

1 MylfA'e Re-vit<Wt February 1907 . 
• MoQ,.QS Eflg,.apAy, A"nual Rrtcrt, [9[3-[4, p. 92. 
" An architecturaL treatise "flt;]ted to be the production of a sage named 

Manasira and of great celebrity in tbe south of India SB affording COpiOUS 

information on every branch of the I1rt on whll:h he treats. n ESla] on Ih~ 
.tI,""i~cturt oj th~ H",dus, R:im Riz, London, 1814. p. 3- • 

4 Murray, 1915, PP.4-15. 



INTRODUC'l'ORY 
f 

proper site, for the alignment and constructiQlf.Qt 
streets, and foe the e*tton of, houses and pdb1~ 
buildings. But it must of course be unsafe to infer 
that these rules represent the general condition of 
Indian villages at the time. If we take any particular 
kingdom built by lonquest, as m~t of these 
kingdoms must have been, it must be very dilicult to 
say how many of the villages, if any, wefe built 
newly on the plans of the Stlpasastra and how many 
had been there already in the more< or less primitive 
and diversified condition of naturally formed village 
communities. It seems rea30nable to suggest, in the 
absence of stronger evidence to 'the contrary, that even 
in the most highly developed kingdom, the latter class 
of villages must have far exceeded the former in 
numbers. Mr. Havell's statement, in speaking of the 
King's Highway in the Empire of Chandragupta 
Maurya, that it linked together "the hundreds of 
single villages planned on the principles of the 
Silpasastras which lay between the seat of the central 
government and the farthest confines of the Empire," I 

however attractive, seems somewhat wide. 
I6. The formation of new village communitie9 

has proceeded in India even in our own time. A 
remarkable instance is the Canal Colonies of the 
Punjab, where immense tracts of waste land have 
been brought under irrigation and rendered cultivable, 
These are settlements of peasant lessees, to a large extent 
resembling the Non-Landlord type of villages. Their 
holdings are "Crown tenancies" without rights· of 
transfer; and of late years there has been a ~ 
imperceptible growth of communal feeling among th~ 
Somewhat similar are the experiments in village settle; 
ment which have been carried on in recent years by 
the Church Missionary Society in parts of Bengal 
and the United PrO'Vinces. One of their most success-

:I P.2.5' 
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{til efforts has been the settlement of a colony of 
Sahtal. Christians in Jalpaiguri in Eastern I;kngal. 
The present area of the colony is about 14 'square miles. 
It is divided into ten villages, each of which has a 
headman ch06en by the villagers and appointed by 
the sup~rintl:nding missionary. The affairs of the 
colony are managed by a council presided over by 
the Indian pa~or, of which the headmen are members. 
The people have built their own school-house and 
church, and pay their own teachers. At present there 
are about 1,500 Christian and 500 other colonists. 
" Those who are not Christians sign a pledge to abstain 
from intoxicating drink and heathen sacrifices and to 
abide by the rules of the colony." 1 

~ 17. It may be useful in an accoqnt of village in
stitutions to add a description of the external features 
presented by a modern Indian village. But to attempt 
such a description would be to presuppose a uni
formity of appearance which does not exist in actual 
fact. Not merely between one province and another, 
but sometimes even within the area of a single dis
trict, differences are met with which render fanciful 
the idea of a single uniform type. So far as it is 
possible to form a picture by piecing together a few 
outstanding common features, the following brief 
desj;ription in the Imperial Gazeltur of India 2 will 
be found to be a true poriii1ture. " The typical 
Indian village has its central residential site, with an 
open space for a pond and a cattle stand. Stretching 
around this nucleus lie the village lands, consisting 
of a cultivated area and (very often) grounds for 
grazing and woodcutting. The arable lands have 
their several boundary marks, and their little sub
divisions of earth ridges made for retaining rain 
or irrigation water. The inhabitants of such a village 
pass their life in the midst of these simple surroundings, 

• Wilt,.. B,"(tU DIIIT;" (I""",,",, Jolpaipri, pp. 44-Sf • Vol. vi, p. '79. 
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welded togeth~ in a little commtWty with its >OW'n 

organization and gov~rnm.entJ which diiJ'er in c~ 
in the various types of villages, its bod}'" of d~tailc:d 
customary rules, and its little staJf of functionaries, 
artisans, and trader!!." " 

18. The" staff of functionaries. artisans •• and traderi" 
by means of which village com!llunities carried on theit 
internal government have survived in a recognizable 
form almost everywhere. A list of officers and public 
servants in a Madras ,·il/age at the beginning of last 
centl.lry is contained in a report of a Select Committee 
of the House of Commons. issued in 18 I 2, commonly 
known as the Fifth R eporl. l 

,. The headman. who has the general superintendence of 
the affairs of the village. settles the disputes of the 
inhabitants, attends to the police. and performs the 
dl:lty of collecting the revenues within his village. 

The accountant, who keeps the accounts of cultivation 
and registers everything connected with it. 

The watchmen, of whom there are two kinds-the 
superior and inferior. The duty of the former is to 
gain information of crimes and offences and to escort 
and protect persons travelling from one village to 
another. The province .of the latter is more irn-. 
mediately confined to the village. consisting among 
other duties in guarding the crops and assisting in 
measuring them. 

The boundaryman, who ' preserves , the limits of the 
village or gives evidence respecting them in cases of 
dispute. . 

The superjntenden~ of the tanks and water-taurUJ 
distributes the water therefrom for the purposes of 
agriculture. 

The prifst, who performs the village worship. 
The schoolmaster, who is seen teaching the children in 

the villages to read and write in the Band. 
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The astrologer, who proclaims the lucky or unpro

pitious periods for sowing and threshing. 
The smith an;! carpenter, who manufacture the imple-

ments of agriculture and build the dwelUngs of the ryot. 
The potter. 
The wash~rman. 
The barber. 
The cowkeeper. 
The doctor. 
The dancing-girl. 
The musician and poet. 
19. The village artisans mentioned in this list may 

he taken as fairly typical of the greater part of the 
country. I It is practically, though not wholly, identical 
with the more recent descriptions of village services 
which occur in the Dutrict Gazetteers of the various 
provinces.2 In South, and parts of Central, India, 
tradition has fixed twelve 3 as the usual number of 
artisans in a village. But this is seJdom, if ever, found 
to correspond to the actual number, though twelve may 
be regarded as a fair mean between the variations in 
different localities. The origin of the services is prob
ably to be found in the isolated condition of villages 
when communications were scanty and undeveloped and 
the individu;tl village was thrown largely on its own 

. resources to supply the needs of daily life. Each IJf 
the professions represented in a village has in the 
majority of cases become crystallized into a caste with 
its customary duties and mooopolies. The original 
method of remunerating the village servants was either 
by giving them a grant of land free of rent and somll
times free of revertue, or by giving them definite shares 
out of the common heap of grain on the threshing-

J Tbie org.anl.r;atl0n of VIllage artillan. J. !lot fOl.lDd ;n Burma or Allam, and 
is 'harttly perceptible In Bengal proper. 

'a E.~. PunJab DIStrICt Gftdfters. Jullundur., pp. 211-U.,; ?3mzJ Di"r;ct G6'MttttrJ. 
PUDa, p. 45 ; Uruud P,a-mrcII .DlStrrct GQ~ttttr", Bl1stl, PI'- 105-8; ChJrr,,} 
P"(I'I(II""S ,,1Id B"tzr District C.ztttttrst RAipur. pp. 1 74-S' 

" BwrQ B14/u-tu, Elphirutone, Rryort 0" flu TtrnlOTln ftMfWTltl frfJ1ll tAt PaisAWII, 
p. &0 Wilka, HU'orIC41 SI",lus if &.,,, Jodl", Madr •• , 1869. p. 75 {footnote). 
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floor or. from the individual harvest of every villager, 
or by combining grants of land and of grain--sulir1e-
mented in each case by various occasional perquiSlteSl 
All these forms of payment have survived to this day, 
in varying degrees. But payment I;ry cash is becoming 
increasingly common; and there has been Jloticeable, in 
common with other sides of village life, a growing 
weakening of · customary bonds .and assertion of in
dividual rigbts. Originally, at any rate,' the idea must 
have been that the artisa.ns wen: public servants of the 
village, I anct in return for their grants of land or grain 
they were required to serve every member of the com
munityon demand. In this respect they seem to afford 
an interesting parallel to the common innkeeper, the 
common hagman, the common farrier. and other com
munal servants of early England.z 
" 29. The three principal officers of the village-the 
Headman, the Accountant, and the Watchman-though 
still in charge of important administrative duties have 
become more the servants of., Government than of the 
village .community. ,The h.:reditary principle is still 
largely recognized, but the revenue officers of Govern
ment may exercise their discretion in accepting or 
rejecting a candidate. The importance of the head
man in the Non-Landlord villages of Bombay, Madras, 
and Burma has been noticed before. His specific 
functions will be described more fully in succeeding 
chapters. It ~s sufficient to notice here that in these 
provinces there is scar.rely a department of village life 
into which his duties do not penetrate, while in the 
Landlord villages of Upper India ,he is almost ex
clusively a revenue official. The accountant's main 
duties are to maintain the records and keep the 
accounts connected with land revenue. He may be 

t. From • South Indian "laacripbon of the tenth century A.J).. it would appear 
that euh vjlJaceLo"n~d a certain number of:' lOQml in common, and the weaver. 
who worked ,hem ....... maintained out of the .iIIace fund. Any other 1_ 
wOtlld be unaathor,zed.-Eprgr"',41nJktz, CaJcucra, vol. iV,1 p.' 138. . 

• TAo C ... _ L."" O.W. Holm .. , Jr"..J.hcm.Uan, .Sa., Lectur ••• 

3' 
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looked upon, at least in the villages in South India;, as 
die financial and ministerial assistant of the headman, 
as the village watchman may be regarded as the execu
tive assistant. The watchman ererywhere holds an 
inferior position. He is drawn, as a rule, from the 
menial castes. who live on the outskirts of the village. 
Some of his duties as general s.crvant to the community 
are so degrading that the doors of village society are 
shut against him. The remuneration of all these 
officers now takes the form, to a large extent, of 
payment by cash, either by fixed salaries or by a certain 
percentage of commission an the revenue. 1 The old 
methocl of payment by grants of land or in kind 
has, with a few exceptions,2 been done away with. 
/' 2 I. The' most characteristic feature of the govern- . 
/nent of a village community was the panchayat . or 
village council. The word panchayat possibly indi
cates that the number of those who originally consti
tuted the council was nve. But there is no evidence 
that this number was adhered to with any regularity. 
The term has almost completely lost its numerical 
connotation and means only an association of people 
for doing administrative or jUdicial work. The learned 
writer of the last Punjab Census Report 3 points out 
that the number five is one of frequent occurrence in 
Indian sacred literature. He seems to imply, though 
he does not say it, that the term pa7lchayat was chosen 
for its sacred associations rather than for any definite 
numerical indication.4 And . this seems to receive 
corroboration from current proverbs regarding the 

1 Imperial GAUflter rf' IndIa, vol. IV, pp. 2.2.7, 2Bt. 
II E.g. village watchmen In Bombay and the Centnl Provinces Ire .till pilli 

by land or in kind. 
, Palldit Hl1'iltlaben K.au~ Punjah CtltlUf, 19J1 . , . 
• See nOle hy Su F. PoHodc (M~int·. A ncJenl LIl'W, 1896, Note P to chap. viii) I 

"We are free to hold a. a p10ua opinion that the Indian Village councll It ill k.aowa. 
u the Five I P~"dltlJ(lt) • • • may go hack to the same origin 'at 0_ own reeve and 
four men, who ftouri.h in Canad;a. to this day. Robuster faith might be needed to 
find more thaD ."ident in the number of nve hearths aDd nve lawful men OD 
Horace'. catau!' 
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divine sanction of the panchayat. On~ of the ~ 
monest is-" There is God in the pa1lCh." I There 
is no doubt, however, that in spite of their great 
traditional sanctity, t..allchayalr have -now drop# 
considerably out of use. At the la¥ census in India, 
the provincial superintendents were specifially directed 
to investigate the existence of village panchayats; and 
most of them returned the opinion that practic¥ly no 
trace of them was left. 

22. I t, however, remains true that there are various 
local matters which the inhabitants of a village manage 
among themselves without materially seeking the 
assietance of outside authorities. The management 
of private schools, the construction and repair ot 
school buildings, tanks and wells, the distribution 
of water in lands under irrigation, the settiement of 
small disputes, the common enjoyment of grazing 
and woodcutting in forests, the administration of 
village co-operative credit societies-these are some 
of the matters in which village communities even
now show a perceptible amount of common life and 
purpose. In face of these, it seems somewhat too 
facile to say that the old communal institutions of the 
village have died out altogether. The fac~s, at any 
rq,te, warrant a very careful inquiry. 

23. The writers of the Bombay Census Report (19 I I), 
finding numerous traces of caste or professional p4n
enoyats but none ot the village as a whole, ventured 
the suggestion that all ponchayats have been caste. 
pancnayats, that the myth of the village panchayat has 
probably arisen from the fact that a village is generally, 
if not invariably, formed by several families of some 
one caste settling in one spot.2 The suggestion is 
rendered plausible by the fact that in the two cases 
of artificial village: communities noted before (Paras. 

t Com:pan RutHan proverb, "What the M" hal settled, is GodJs OWD jucigmrat It 
(woy llauJieu. TA. ll_l'irl if II" T,.-" Apr. 10 ParI I, Ilk. VIn). 

\I BotfI.Hy CeRnu Ripo,." 19I1., p. ,"00. 
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13 ,nd 14), the villages were in each case made up of 
famIlies belonging to the same caste; (Sudras in the 
Arthalastra and Brahmans in the Sou,t,h Indian inscr1p
tion). But over against this must be set certain other 
evidences which point in a different direction. In the 
Manasara S\lpasastra to which Mr. Havel! refers, 
among the different plans for laying out a village is 
one designed explicitl y for the accommodation' of 
a village community composed of different castes. 1 

Similarly in the 50-called Code of Manu the com
mittees 'for interpreting the sacred law might be 
composed of people belonging to any of the first 
three ,orders.2 According to the Mad/"as Epigraphic 
Report for 19 I 2-13, there were· village assemblies in 
South India in the tenth century A. D., which "appear 
to have consisted of all the residents of a village, 
including cultivators, professionals, and nlerchants." 3 
In the Private Diary of Anandaranga Pillay, who 
served as agent to Dupleix, the French Governor in 
South India in the middle of the eighteenth century, 
there is an entry referring to a village meeting to 
consider a case of desecrating the village temple "in 
VVhich people of all castes-from the Brahman to the 
pa:ria~-took part." 4 

{24. The term panchayat might denote either a 
general meeting of the inhabitants or a select com
mittee chosen from among them. The two forms 
are very often ,found side by side in the same com
munity. But on the facts under observation, the 
suggestion may be made that, as a rule, general 
meetings of villagers are more in evidence in less 
deve10ped communities like those of the aboriginal 
tribes, and select committees in the. more highly 

1 ESlay tm Mt' A,ckrtt!crure ~f tilt Hmdtu, Rim Ra~ pp. ~4-). Andmt and 
Mttilf!'f1ai .Arcllllemtre if Indro, Havt"11, p. 15 . 

• MriIW4 Dharma ~Jtro., eh. Xli, pp. 109-13 U{)Det k Haughton, Calwtta). 
3 P .• 8. 
• The Pnval< DIary of -A.andaraoga 'I'dlay, J. ~: Prj"", Madra., 1914. 

vol. i, pp. 3)%-3. 
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organized communities. If we take two such >;tbo-' 
riginal races as the Santa Is in Bengal "and the pralJ1i( 
in Chota Nagpur-both of whom ~how eVldent!efi 
of a vigorous system of village communitie4 
find that whenever there is an important. ~tter 
requiring decision, the headman summofls a meefibg 
of all adult males belonging to the village. I On th~ 
other hand, if we take village communities in, se;tled 
kingdoms like those pictured in the Code of Manl2, 
or in South IrIdian inscriptions of the tenth century 
A.D., we find in each .. village a small select body Qr 
bodies chosen on some recognized principle tEl w!lom 
local administration is practically entrusted. While 
this broad difference between developed and un
developed communities may to a' large extent, be 
tenable, in the great mass of village commimiti~s it 
would be futile to trace anything approaching to a 
clear administrative organization. The panchayaJ is 
often a nebulous thing which appears, in thf mipds 
of the villagers, to drift between the iMa of a 
meeting of the whole community and the idea of 
a more or less select council. 

25. Sir Henry Maine, ;0 ont of his Lectures, 
remarked: "India has nothing" answering to the 
assembly of adult males which ,is so remarkable a 
feature of the ancient Teutonic groups, except the 
Council of Village Elders." 2 The general gathering 
of villagers among such communities as those of the 
Santals and the Oraons would perhaps correspond 
in a rough way to the Teutonic lassembly ihd be 
an answer to Maine's remark_ His explanation of 
the absence of the assembly of adult ~ales in India 
ts noteworthy. _ The !ndian village community- Was 
rarely a community in arms, like the Teutonic; and 
there was not therefore the same inducement to assign 
~mportance to the younger men. All that was required 

'> BmEO' C'"II" Roport, ~9", pp- 47', 474. 
Ii YUl.Jge Cmmruririu i" I},t EaJt tStrd Welt, Lecture iv, p. 1». 
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was civil wisdom, for which they resorted to a close 
group of village elders. From this point of view it 
is interesting to observe that among the Santa Is the 
general meeting of villagers often takes place in 
c:onnection with the big hunting expeditions under

. taken during the hot weather. The convener of the 
hunt sends word round" notifying the date and place 
of the hunt and also the place where the people are 
to spend the night. They reach the spot at sunset 
after the hunt is over, cook their food, and then 
take up any matter which may be brought before 
the people in council assembled." 1 

26. But general meetings of villagers, and some
times of whole groups of villages, might also be 
traced, though rarely, among more advanced com
munities in early times. In one of the reports of 
the Madras Epigraphic Department, there is an 
account of some inscriptions relating to the adminis
tration of criminal law in South India in the twelfth 
century A.D. "A certain individual shot a man 
belonging to his own village by mistake. Thereupon 
the governor and the people of the district to which the 
village belonged assembled together and decided that 
the culprit should not die for the offence committed 
by him through carelessness," but should instead burn 
a lamp in the temple. In anflther inscription dealing 
with a similar matter, tht! governor is not mentioned, 
but only the people of the district. "Consequently 
the people of the district appear to have played a 
more important part at such trials than even the 
governor himself." 2 An inscription of about A.D. 

r054 sets out the following incident. A village 
officer demanded taxes from a woman, who declared 
she was not liable. The former seems to have put 
her through an ordeal. The woman took poison and 
died. A meeting of the people from "the four 

1. Bugal DWrICt G4<Mttte""t Santai Parganaa pp.. [06-12, • 

• Murin E/"K'_"":J,..b...J &J-I, 1899-1_ p. ";. , 

, 
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quarters, eighteen districts, and the ' varioU$ 'CQuntri~ ~' 
was held. The ,man was declared guilty and fined: 1 

'l. 7. A good example of a select committee is found 
in the Code of Manu in the appointment of small boards 
for interpreting doubtful questions of ,jaw. ,When we 
bear in mind- that law as. understood in "the Code of, 
Manu covers social and administrative matters'~idcs 
law proper, a commIttee of this kind appears to bear 'a 
strong resemblance to the ordinary village panckayal.2 

It was to consist of from three to ten members, pre
ferably of Brahmans or of men belonging to the three 
highest castes, of, whom in any case there was tQ 
be a minimum of'three. The chief qualification for 
membership was proficiency in the. sacred writings. 
The committee, which was prtlbably appointed by the 
king, was to meet under the direction of a headman. 
If there was difficulty in getting a sufficient number ot 
men together, tlfe following provision was laid down 
for guidance: "Even the decision of one priest;· ,it 
more cannot be assembled, who perfectly knows the 
princi pIes of the Vedas, must be considered as law of 
the highest authority; not the opinion' of Inyriads who 
~ no sacred knowledge." 3 • 

28. For the decision of disputes between two villages 
or between inhabitants of the same village, rules for 
the appointment of judicial boards are laid down in 
some of the early books. The Arlhafiis!!,a contains 
the following: "In all disputes regarding the boundary 
between any two villages, neighbours or elders of five 
or ten villages shall investigate the case on the evidence 
to be furnished from natural or artificial boundary 
marks." Disputes arising in the same village .. shall 
be decided by the elders of the neighbourhood or of 
the village. If they are divided in their opinions, 
decision shall be sought for in such a place as is noted 
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for a number of pure and respectable people. Or', the 
disputants may equally divide the disputed holding 
amon~ themselves. If both of 'these methods fail, the 
holding under dispute shall be taken possession of by 
the king." 1 The Sukra-nui lays dOWll: "Foresters 
are to be trie!i with the help of foresters, merchants by 
merchants, soldiers by soldie~s, and in the v!llage (?) 
by persons who live with both parties." 2 

~9. On this subject of disputes regarding boundaries, 
the Code of Manu has some detailed prov.isions:-

"If a contest arise between two villages, or land
holders, concerl}ing a boundary, let the king or his 
judge ascertain the limits in the month of ]yaisnta,3 
w.hen the landmarks are seen more distinctly. 

"Should there be a doubt, even on the inspection of 
those marks, recourse must be had, for the decision of 
such a contest, to the declaration of ~tnesses. 

"These witnesses must be examineR concerning the 
landmarks, in the presence of all the townsmen or 
villagers, or of both the contending parties. j 

" If there be no witnesses, let four men, who dwell 
on all the four si"des of the two villages, make a 
decision concerning the boundary, 'being duly pre
pared, like the witnesses, in the presence of the 
king. 

"If there be no such neighbours on all sides, nor 
any men whose ancestors had lived there since the 
villages were built, nor other inhabitants of towns who 
can give evidence on the limits, the judge must examine 
the following men who inhabit the woods:- , 

"Hunters, fowlers, herdsmen, fishers, diggers for 
roots, catchers of snakes, gleaners, and other foresters. 

"Should the neighbours say anything untrue, when 
two men dispute about a landmark, the king shall make 

I MJsrJ'rr RMlitw, July 1908. 
~ s,cmi B~h of me Hindus, vol. zhi (Allahahad, t914) , ch. iv, lee. v, Pi· 44-5. 
The Sidra-NUl I • • poliucal composition lome what similar to the vt,-lIudiblr. but 
probably muth later" / 

, M.y-June (Wileon). 
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each of these witnesses pay the middlemost of the three 
usual ,amercements." I 

.... 30. By far the fulfest account of early village com
mittees which we possess is contained in South Indian 
inscriptions relating to the Tamil kingdoms of the . 
tenth century A. D., recently brought ~nder notice. 
The most important of these are two inscriptions 
discovered in a temple in the Uttaramallur village in. 
the Chingleput district. 2 The Chola Kirig Parantaka I 
was then reigning over the greater part of the Tamil 
country. It was during his reign, which prohably 
lasted from A. D. 907 to 947-8 that the events re
corded in these inscriptions transpired. There had 
been gross mismanagement of communal affairs in the 
village for some time, and it became necessary to 
interpose the royal authority. The village was, a 
Brahman settl9f,ent, perhaps of the kind IlOticed in 
paragraph 14. ~ The king at first sent a royal com-· 
missioner of the Sudra caste to arrange a settlement. 
This is the arrangement recorded in the earlier of the 
two inscriptions. But partly on account of the in
experience of this officer and partly owing to the caste
prejudice against him, the settlement did not work, and 
so the king had tQ interfere again. This time he sent 
a Brahman officer, who apparently'succeeded with tAe 
support of the villagers in framing a satisfactory can:" 
stitution. The later inscription, which is the fullc;:r 
of the two. sets forth this new constitution. The 
differences between the two inscriptions are· compara
tively matters of detail. It will be sufficient for our 
purpose 'to notice the chief features brought'out in the 
second inscription, which is the clearer and fuller of 
the two. ' 

3 I. The main fact which we get out of the inscrip
tions is the existence of several small committees for 

.l MIad'UlI Dno.1'ff.a S!1UJl, ch. viii, pp. :2.4;-6; Oone. & Haughton) . 
• oAr,A4.t.gical SuIi"'J if Iod,o, '9"4-5. Calcutta, p. 130. M.t .. , E;IKropkJ • 

..A.JUUd /Uport. ,898-9. p. ~3. 
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loc;a1 administration in the same village. The designa
tion of each committee gives some rough indica~on of 
its sphere of work. The following is a list of six 
committees:-

(I) Annllal Committee. 
(2) Garden Committee. 
(3) Tank Committee. 
(4) Gold Committee. 
(5) Committee of Justice. 
(6) A COr1\mittee styled Pancha-Vara. 

There is evidence that the fifth committee, that of 
Justice, was not perhaps a separate committee but one 
of the other committees sitting in a different capacity. 
The term Pancha-Vara which occurs in the name of 
the last committee has not been clearly explained. Two 
meanings have been suggested: (0) that'1t is a committee 
for general supervision, and (b) that it is entrusted with 
the collection of a special tax. I The second seems 
more likely, :since the first committee which occurs in 
the inscription without a specific description of its work 
would more probably have the work of general super
vision in its hands. It has been suggested that the 
village officers were members of the Annual Committee, 
in which case there would be somt' likelihood that they 
must have constituted the premier committee in the 
village. In an inscription from another district there is 
mentton made of five other committees.~ It is, there
fore, possible that there was no fixed rule on the point, 
but the needs and opinions of each locality determined 
the number of its committees. 

32. On one point we are still looking for dear light. 
And that is, whether these committees were sub
committees of a larger assembly or whether they were 
independent and unco-ordinated committees. The 

, M.dr1U Ep'".,.." .1."".1 Rtport, '9u-IJ.ooI'. 104 . 
• Ibid., J 9"4-5. p. 49. 
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former seems more probable. ,In the two inscriptiG;ns 
under consideration, the casting of lots for electing 
members to the various committees is to take piKe 
before" a full meeting of the great assembly, including 
young and old." An inscri.l'tion of King Ra)araja 
Chola I (A.D. 985-1013) in the TaPljore dlStrict 
mentions forty villages" where the villagers, as a body, 
seem to have managed their affairs." I These cases 
would suggest the possibility of a larger council in the 
village, perhaps comprising the whole of the adult 
community. The wording of what Ir-are, known as 
the UUal Inscriptions, noticed in an earlier Epigraphic 
Report, has been held to represent thete committees 
rather distinctly as sub-committees of a larger as
sembly.2 If this suggestion is true, we have yet to 
know anything, even tolerably definite, about the con
stitution of the larger assembly-whether it included 
all the residents, how often it met, or what its duties 
were. On this last point we get some glimpse in th~ 
fact that every member of the committees was bound 
to give" an account of his stewardship" immediately 
before or after the expiry of his term of office. Prob
ably the account was rendered to the general assembly. 

33. The mode of election to the committees was 
as follows: The village with its twelve streets was 
divided into thirty wards. Everyone who lived in 
these wards wrote a name on a ticket. The tickets 
were first arranged in separate bundles repmenting 
the -thirty wards. Each bundle bore the name of the 
ward to which it belonged. The bundles were then 
collected and put into a ppt and placed before the 
general body of inhabitants both" young and old" in 
meeting assembled. All the priests were required to 
be present. The oldest priest among those present 
then took the pot, and "looking upwards so as to be 
seen by all people" called one of the "young boys " 

• drrllltJflglcifJ S"ro<J 'If !_Jl", '904-5, p. 'lQ· 
• &.tk 1"'_ itUrriJ'lMl, 001. iii, part i, pp. ,-n, MAd..., "99. 



18 VILLAGE GOVERNMENT IN BRITISH INDIA 

s~nding close by (C who does not know what is 
inside" to pick out one of the bundles. The tickets 
in this bundle were then removed to another pot. 
After it had been well shuffled, the boy took. one 
ticket out of this bundle and handed it to an officer 
called the Arbitrator, who received it " on the palm of 
his hand with the five fingers open." He read out 
the name, and it was then shouted out by the priests 
present in the assembly. Thirty names were thus 
selected representing each of the wards. Out of these 
thirty, twelve were appointed to the Annual Com
mittee (I), twelve to the Garden Committee (2), and 
six to the Tank Committee (3)' For the other two 
committees, Gold and Pancha-Vara, (4) and (6) 
(the Committee of Justice (5) was probably not a 
separate committee), the whole process was gone 
through again from the beginning. Of the thirty 
names thus chosen, eighteen were eliminated. The 
rest, twelve, were divided equally betweeri the two 
Committees. T~e process by which out of the thirty 
names this elimination and further selection takes 
place, here as well as in the first three committees, or 
at least two of them, is denoted in the inscription by 
the Tamil phrase Karai-Katti. For the present it 
may be explained, according to the tentative meaning 
put on it by the late Superintendent of Epigraphy, as 
an "oral expression 'of opinion." What this may 
mean will be indicated later. 

34. The chief qualifications fo!" membership in the 
committees may be summarized thus :-

(1) The person must own more than a quarter 
VHI I of tax-paying land . 

.(2) He must live in a Muse built on his own site. 
'(3) He must be below 7Q and above 35 years 

of age. ' 

rill it about five acret-WiGalow~ 
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(4) He must have knowledge of the ManlrfJr 
and the Brahmanas. Knowledge of certain specially 
important sacred writihgswill make up f6r a defective 
property qualification. \ . ' 

(5) He must be convel'Sant with businef. 
(6) He must be virtuous and his earnings must 

be honest. 
(7) He must not have been on any of the com

mittees for three previous years. 
(8) One who has been a member before, but 

failed to render a proper account, and all his relations, 
must be excluded. 

(9) Those who hr.ve been guilty of certain grave 
si ns are also ineEgi ble. 

There are references here and there to women 
members (In village committees, ~nd apparently 
women were under no absolute prohibition. I 

35. It would be interesting, if materials wert:; avail
able, to form some idea of the procedure followed at a 
village meeting. But hardly any materials are avail
able, and all that call be attempted is to indicate what it 
might be. It is perhaps necessary to get rid of the 
notion that the forms of Western democratic com
munities, or anything really akin to them, were in 
operation in the Indian village community. From the 
days of Lord Metcalfe, the village communities of 
India have been frequently described as "Ettie 
republiCs" ; 2 and some confusion has undoubtedly 
resulted by applying to them a term which has aome 
to bear certain concrete political associations. From 
the facts set out in the early books and inscriptions, 
it appears that where village committees were not 
appointed by the king or his officers; as they prob~bly 
were in the Arthalastra and in Manu, they were 

, • Madra, EpiZ"a:JHo1. A."".l Re~t. '909-10. p. '98. 
~ I'or Meb:alfc', famous defCtiption of the Indbn vilI\a:e co;nmuDity: lee 

BodeD·Powell, !A..d ~".. " Bm;'h Ind",. vol. i. p. '70. 



30 VILLAGE GOVRRNMENT· IN, BRITISH INDIA 

appointed by the villagers casting lot~.· In. nei¢er case 
have we a system of election whicG aimed at determin
ing the collective will of the community. The will 
which prevailed in the appointment of village commit
tees, so far as these facts can guide us, was either the Will 
of th~ King or the supposed Will of the Supernatural. 

36. Nor shall we be safe in assuming that there was 
anything like a process of division at village meetings 
with a view to letting the maj~rit.y decide. That there 
was ample discussion, loud and eloquent, we may be 
sure. In one of the Telugu inscriptions eloquence at 
village meetings is extolled as a special merit.' The 
Hitopudesa lays down" eloquence in assembly" as one 
of the qualities of the" perfect, high-minded" man.2 

But what perhaps happened when a decision was 
necessary was that in the course of the, discussion the 
opinions of the more influential and wise gradually, and 
perhaps unconsciously, overbore the rest. The result 
was a unanimous decision-the product of two things, 
the assertion of the stronger and the acquiescence of 
the weaker. A unanimous decision rather than a. 
majority was the thing aimed at, and very often secured. 
An inscription of the ninth century A:D., discovered 
in Tinnevelly, lays down as a rule for the conduct of 
the village assembly that members should, in no case, 
persistently oppose, b,y saying "nay," "nay," to 
every proposal brought before the assembly.3 

37. Sir Herbert Risley once expressed this point 
with great clearness as follows: "The method by 
which the Panchayat is elected cannot be expre&led 
in terms of European political phraseology. The 
people get together and they talk, and eventually an 
opinion emerges from their talk which is the opinion 

J ArdltlrolfJgtCllt &roey 0/ Indld l 1904-;:. 
11 HltOpalMla, "Acquisition of Fnends," sec.. 3z (Ftat1cis JohMon, l847). The 

HrttjJadnlJ is an ancient Sanskrit work, clauea by Flindu writer. as a work on 
NIt; at polity, and designed for the instruction of pTin~ to 'pn:pare them fill' the 
dutle, of their .future lives. 

, Madr", EI'i8rol'iry, .A .... I '8..""" 19u-13, p. 98. 
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" of aU of them. There is no ~t9.rity, for they ~ 
unanimotnl; there is no minorit-n for the miraoricy 
has been talked dyer ~d casts in it~ lot with <the 
majority. The process can only be' describe<:f as 
selection by acclamation, in the way the earliesfGreelc 
and German popular bodies were s4cted, the eldest 
mode of election in tl;le world." I It may be sugF,ted 
here that it is this process of seIeCtion WhlCh is 
possibly referred to in the UttaramaIlur inscription by 
the Tamil word Karai-KlItll, if the tentative meaning, 
"oral expression of opinion," holds good (para. .33). 
In the first instance, as we saw, thirty names were 
chosen by casting lots; and then for allotting them 
to the different committees, what took place was 
perhaps what Sir Herbert'Risley has called" iiClection 
by acclamation." The" suggestion is at least plausible. 
Some support will be gained for the point by con
sidering the provision in the Arthas'iistra on settlement 
of village disputes. According to the renderiRg fur
nished by a distinguished Mysore scholar,2.'if the 
elders are divided in their opinion, a decision shall be 
sought for at the hands of "pure and respectable" 
people in another village, or the 'property is divided 
between the disputants, or it goes to the king (para. 28). 
There is no reference here to decision by a majority. 
If there was a division of opi~ion, ~h~ thing to 
do, apparently, was not to take. the opmlon of the ' 
majority but to have the mah~r settled by certain 
other means specified in the rule.3 

• t Spe.ec.h, Bengal Legislative Council, ltd) 203, l89Z. Thete i. an interettiag 
note on the point tn MutlandJg T~IUIUp and 8oro"'g" (pp. 34M S), "one of the great 
book. that remain to be wrltteu i, The History of the Majority ••. In the earlier 
Middle Ages it is unanimity that ie wanted ••.• A shout i, the te.t, and in form it it 
the primary te.t to-day in the HOUle of CommoDi. But the few lhould not go OD 
.hauting when they know that they are few. If they do, measures can be taken to 
mllte them hold'their peace, In the end tlie a.aembly ho. but one voice, 0lIe au'ible 
void: ; it i. \I.QanimouI." 

:I Profeteor Sarna. Saatry. 
• .\ different rendering o[.this pallage was given by. learned writer &QIP B6Qaa1 

in d!o M.J.m R..,j • .., (Caleutta) June '9'3 (footnote to p. 666), by ... hich iro 
cue of a diJfereJK:e Of .~inion, the question WI! to be aettled by U an hoo .. t majority .. •• 
0". "01ttUr .. to thiartlltt thio i. baaed on k ,Ilgbt miacollccptioll. 



3: VILLAGE GOVERNMENT IN BR.ITISH INDIA 

38. On the connection, if any, which existed between 
tFl.e local government of the village community and the 
central government of the king, there is before us 
no satisfactory evidence. It is fairly clear that during 
the period of Muhammadan rule, the village com
munities were left more or less to their own resources; 
and practically no connection was maintained with 
the king's government, except the due payment of 
the taxes. So long as these were paid regularly, there 
was no inducement for a government, almost entirely 
fiscal like that of the Mughals, to interfere in matters 
of local administration. "This separation has stamped 
itself in the language of tht: I-'t!ople. The terms for 
the village and its internal life are almost everywhere 
taken from the vernacular Indian speech; but beyond 
the village stretched the Persian Zila or district, and 
beyond the Zila the Persian Subah or province, whose 
capital formed the residence of the remote government 
or Persian Sirkar." I 

39. During the Hindu period, however, there is 
evidence that the isolation of the village was, at any 
rate, not quite so pronounced as in Muhammadan 
times. And in the little glimpses which we are allowed 
into some pf the Hindu kingdoms of the past, the 
impression arises that the village was regarded in 
a real sense as part of the realm, and entitled to the 
protection and constant care of the king. There were 
officers of the king, of varying degrees of authority, 
through whom the king maintained watch over i:he 
villages. But it does not appear that, as a rule, there 
was "anything of the nature of a political institution 
between the village and the Central Government," z 
nor any administrative unit between the village and 
the kingdom which had a recognized place-in the con
sciousness of the people. In explaining the law of 
sacrifice, the HitQpadesa says: "A man should leave 

• Sit w. W. Hunter. speech in the lmperiol LegisJab"le CouDc;iI, ~pte-m&er n ., 
1883. fbul. 
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a smgle Person for the sa'lc.e 6f a f.amily; for .. 
sake of a village, he should abandon a family.; a viU. 
he should renounce for the sake of a country; and ,.the 
whole world for the sake of his sou)." I " 

f 40. In the Code of Manu, tne connection of t1\ei 
king with the village is of a very dir~t kind, the 
headman himself being appointed by himJ The 
Arfhas'astra describes a vast arrangement of espiol;lage 
by which the king might be kept in touch, ~th the 
affairs of the village. 3 The S'ukra-Nui requirqs the 
king to inspect th~ villages personally every year. He 
"must know which subjects have been pleased and 
which oppressed by the staff of oIRcers and deliberate 
upon the matters brought forward by the people." 4 

The South Indian inscriptions mention various factli 
to show the more or less intimate connection which 
existed between the village community and the king. 
A village assembly misappropriated some money which 
had been ear-marked for the temple. The -temple 
authorities thereupon complained to the king. The 
~ing sent for both the parties, and after due inquiry 
satisfied himself of the guilt of the assembly. They 
were fined and the money was restored to th'e temple. S 
An inscription of about A.D. 129 I speaks of a 
village assembly which made a report to the king 
about the misconduct of a Brahman member who 
brought a "widow from a' foreign country" and lived 
with her. The king's decision is not given. 6 In 
another inscription the same village assembly wishing 
to pay their respects to the k.ing alienated some land 
to raille money for the cost of the journey. 7 An 
inscription of 'A.D. c I393 refers to a successful' appeal 
made to the king by a village aSSI<mbly against a man 

I Httopadmzt ""Ac:quiJ1tJOD'O{ Friend.,'- nc. ISS (Francis Johmon). 
2 Mii1t01J(l Wanna Saura, ch. viiI, lee. liS (Jones & Hal.lihton). 
1 MyuJrI Rruirw, February 1908 , 

• s"",d B()(f/" if f.< Hintbu, Vol .• hi (Allah. bad, '9'4)' ch. i, ..... 75'-'. ! M~r'" Epigraplly, A'""Q] &port, '906-7, F. 7'. 
1/"d., 19D'-9. p. IIj. ,1 Ibid., p. 84. 
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,!\,ho intruded into the village and succeedFd in 
. intimidating the assembly and confining the members 
in the temple. I Then there is a case of a village 
appropriating some of its revenues towards securing 
the friendship of the king's agents. 2 And another 
raising money for the performance of public prayers 
on behalf of a sick member of the royal family.3 
Treason against the king was severely dealt with in the 
villages. In A.D. 1230 we read of ~ village where 
lands belonging to certain persons who were the 
declared enemies (drohin) of the State Were sold by 
public auction, the price bring fixed by eight officers 
of the king.4 In another ,-ase the king is mentioned 
as appointing a new headman in a village for the 
specific purpose of dealing with certain persons who 
were traitors to the king (Raja-drohin).5 The usual 
practice for the king when he thought interference 
necessary and possible was to send a special com
missioner to the village to act in his name. The 
arrangements recorded in the Uttaramallur inscriptions 
were the work of such commissioners. In other 
inscriptions we read of the clerk of the village 
assembly writing down its proceedings while .. the 
ma~trate (i.e. the royal officer) was walking about. ,. 6 
~\.t.1. When Sir Henry Maine said that" in the almost 
mconceivable case of disobedience to the award of t,he 
village council, the sole punishment or the sole certain 
punishment would appear to be universal disapproba
tion," 7 he made what, to a large extent, appears to be a 
true statement. But in the light of such facts as those 
set out above, showing how the kin~ interfered, and 
was asked to interfere, in various Village matters. it 
seems reasonable to infer that in kingdoms wh.ich had 
reached a certain degree of organization, the ultimate 

, Mad,,,, Ep'grapky, A .... I Report, '908-9. p. 8J . 
• Ihlli •• '9"-IJ. p. "4. 3 Io,d., 1899-1900, p. %Q. 
" lbui., 1910-11" p. 75. 5 Ibtd." 1911-13, p. 110. 
6. SrmM bu/illII IftJCllptio,u, vol. iii, part ii, p. J73. 
, V,ilage c ......... 'u, i. tlu Em, .nd W II'. Lecture iii, PPl> 68-9. 
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sancti!(n was not merely the disapprobati~n of tbp 
community but punishment by the king . • 'Actordm, 
to the Arlhal1JsJra, defamation of one's village is all 
offence punishable with a fine. I It may be infure4. 
therefore., that disobedience to an award of ~ 
village council woUld be an equal, if not a greller, 
offence, and punishable by the king. In o~ of 
the So~h Indian inscriptions, of about A.D. 1230, 
a village assembly decided that anyone who did' 
anything against the interests of the village or the 
temple "should suffer as th~ grama-drohins (injurers 
of the village) do." 2 The use of the expression 
"should suffer as the grama-drohins do" would 
show that ' to injure the interests of the village was 
a recognized form of offence in the kingdom, corre
sponding to the offence of Raja-droha, or injuring 
the interests of the king. A similar term, Grama
Kantaka,3 is used in the Uttaramallur inscription. The 
provision that such men are to' be debarred from 
certai~ temple ceremonies points to a religious sanction 
in addition to the other sanctions. , 

4~ ' A good picture of a sitting of a present-day 
village panchayat in one of the Tamil districts is 
contained in a sketch of South Indian life published 
in Madras. some time ago, Thillai Govindan.4 Tile 
business before the meeting was to consider the 
misconduct of the village schoolmaster in inflicting 
an exceptionally severe form , of punishment on one 
of the boys (who' is the hero of the story). The 
meeting· was held in the house of the boy's grand
father, one of the most respected men in the village. 
"The parliament consisted of about twenty-five 
members, of whom eighteen were Bnhmans and 
the rest Sudras. It was very slow in coming together, 

• M""" Rt91tw'lanuary '909_ 
• 14.4, .. I:/'II'"I'!)I • ..( ...... 1 &1'Orr, '9'~' 1, p. 75. • Villa" pat. 
4 J4M/,.41, dl. v. The author i. an Indian officer in;the Mldru ,Ra:w De .. 

part1l1eDt, and it well ltNwn iiI South India I. I carduf obM:r_ of ladia" _ial 
Iif. and • thoDib*l .~·iginll ... iter. 
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and many a member had to be specially sent for; 
CI that, though its sitting was announced for 3 p.m., 
it was nearing 5 when about twenty members had 
gathered. . . . The Brahman members sat on the 
raised [platform] and the others on the verandah below 
-they were all chewing [betel leaves] at our expense, 
and tobacco snuff was also handed roun,d freely. My 
grandfather opened the proceedings by saying that 
they had met to pUlrish the conduct of the school
master who had treated me cruelly, that the punish
ment of a fine of orne rupee once' before inflicted 
on him seemed to have had no effect, and that though 
he had decided not to send me to his school any 
longer . . . it was necessary, in the interests of 
the other pupils, to guard against such occurrences in 
the future; and he recommended the dismissal of 
Sundaram Iyer (the schoolmaster). This &peech was 
preceded by a preamble dwelling on ' the speaker'S 
absolute indifference to mundane affairs, and his entire 
disinterestedness in what he was going to utter .... 
On hearing this, the schoolmaster, who was also pre,. 
sent, expressed his great remorse at what had happened, 
promised most solemnly to behave better in future, 
dwelt on his long service of nearly thirty years, 
and the fact that several' of his present judges were 
once his pupils . . . stating in conclusion that if they 
dismissed him in his old age, he and his family would 
have to starve and die at the doors 9f the members. A 
Sudra member insisted on the teacher's dismissal, and 
infc;>rmed the assembly that a more learned and capable 
teacher was available for' service in the next village. 
Another member spoke of the foolishness of sparing 
the rod with children, and heroically boasted that he 
had suffered the punishment (i.e. of the form com
plained of) thrice during his schooldays. 'And all 
to no purpose,' muttered another, and those around 
him.laughed gaily. In the end the schoolmaster was · 
fined five rupees and advised to trq.t his boys better 
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in future. The parliament having' a~bI~d ~. 
being ready for business, a case of house-bt~in.g ~ 
theft was broug~t to its notice. This haa occurred 
a month ago in a Brahman's house, and had ".~ 
immediately reported to the police-station. The 
police then inquired into the matter, and finding the 
complainant unwilling to help them as they proposed, 
and seeing no chance of detection, had 'referred' 
the case as false. . . . This cd'lle was now taken up, 
and as tne members were aware of the truth of the 
theft, the parli;ment c,aIlea 5n the four M(lra7Ja 
headmen I. of the village to make good the lost 
property, which was valued at nearly four hundred 
rupees. The headmen pleaded that the matter had 
in the first instance been reported to the police 
instead of to them, that they had thereby suffered 
some trouble and loss of money, that the crime was 
committed by the members of a gang from a distant 
village, and that in these cil'cumstances they could 
not be held liable for the property. Their objections 
were partly recognized, and the complainant was 
fined twenty rupees for seeking police help· without 
the permission of the village parliament, the fine 
to be crediteq to the village parliament. Then the 
value of the, Jewels lost was discussed at length, and 
was finally reduced to three hundred rupees. The 
headmen were required to make good this amount 
within a week, ~nd they agreed to do so. It was 
nearly dark by this time, and the assero'hly then broke 
up gradually." 2 , ". 

43. ,The village community has now lost mucK of 
its internal cohesion. Many of the administrlltive 
duties which in more leisurely and less exacting days 
were left to be' done by the village commuity have 

J. Headn'leD of criminal tribe. engage,d by the villager8 privately for pollce 
purp..... • 

III There i. • rather IItrikin; reaembbnce between thi. delcript,on Uld that 
of • villace: meetiog)lll'l.lIl1ia ,ive .. ' in Wallace'. Rusua, ch. vin ClQIzl. 
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had necessarily to be taken up into tke hands of 
the Central Government and its subordinatet agencies. 
The progress of education and the rising spirit of 
individualism are helping this procells from within. 
Nevertheless, as an administrative organ of great 
potential usefulness for the rural population the village 
community is by no means dead. In the wo~ds of 
the Royal Commissioners on Decentralization in India, 
"the foundation of any' stable edifice which shall 
associate the people with the administration must be 
the village as being an area of much greater antiquity 
than (the new administrative creations) and one in 
which people are kl10wn to one another and have 
interests which converge on well-recognized ob
jects .... " I Two great movements in India in 
recent years lend a new significance to the question
the growth of co-operative credit societies and the 
extension of primary education, When the load of 
indebtedness has been lifted off his shoulders and 
his mind awakened to the meaning of the things 
around him, we may well hope that the Indian' 
villager may develop a new desire to make his per
sonality, however feeble and broken, enter in some 
pesitive way into the government of his little world. 
Even amid the sound of war and the birth-throes 
of a new world, there is no higher call in India 
to the men of our generation than to see this process 
go forward. 



CHAPTER II 

EDUCATION 

I. THE history of village education in India ,goes back 
perhaps to the beginnings bf the village cdfnrnunity. 
The schoolmaster had a' d~finite" place assigned to 
him in the village economy, in fhe same, ~anner 8$ 
the headman, the accountant,. the watctlll'lan, and the' 
artisans. He was an officer of the viftage community, . 
paid either by rent-free lands or hy assignments .of 
grain out of the village harvest. In all likelihood,. 
the earliest schoolmaster was the Brahman priest of. 
.the village who offered worship to the village deity 
on behalf of the different classes of people who 'lived, 
in the village. From this function discharged by the 
priest followed his subsidiary function of impartiri:g · 
instruction to those castes who were either of the 
" twice born" (the superior castes), or were in any way 
connected with the" twice born" and felt the obliga
tion of acquiring letters. ,The earliest injunctions 
bearing on the duties of priests laid upon them the 
obligation not merely df m;nistering to re'l.igion, but. 
of imparting instruction in the ,rild~ents "of kn9w
ledge. The lands which supported the priestly sclfoGl
master were the lands set 'apart fur the !village idol. 
and this income was usually supplemented by free-wi}!} 
offerings from -the lIcholars and their parents. I 

2. The outstandmQ: characteristics of the schools of 

• The first fou:
t
. paragraph. of thit chapter ,,,; pr.';'ic,Uy Iooaed upon the 

&rf.u 1.epo" of ~ 'N/i.. l..JU<4fton C....""i .. (,.b-3). 
J9 
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the Hindu· village community were: . (I) that they 
w~re democratic, and (2) that they "'ere more secular 
than spiritual in their instruction, and their general 
character. The fir!lt of these characteristics was appar
ently .a result of th,e p.rocess of absorption with the 
indigenous population which followed the first stages 
of the Aryan conquest. The .!i.aste .system, we read, 
was extended liO as to include non-Aryans, and their 
deities were accorded places in the Hindu pantheon. 
It was a characteristic which was shared bv the 
Muhammadan schools which sprang up throughout 
the country in the Middle Ages, and subsequently by 
the religious schools started by the Sikhs in the 
Punjab. Nevertheless, when we speak of the demo
cratic character of these early Hindu schools, it is 
to be understood that they were democratic only in 
this sense, that they were open not merely to the 
priestly caste but to all the four superior castes alike. 
There was never any question of admitting into the 
sch601s those who lay outside the regular caste system 
whose touch would have meant pollution, nor to the 
great aboriginal popUlations of the country. Through
out the long history of indigenous education in India, 
it is impossible to find any indications that these classes 
ever came within the range of the vast system of public 
schools which existed in the country from ancient 
times. 

3. The second characteristic of the schools of the 
village community, namely, that' they were secular, is 
surprising when we consider that relIgion has entered 
so largely at all times into the life of the people and 
that the earliest instrument of education was the 
village priest. The reason for this is probably to be 
found in the circumstance that the teaching of the 
Si:tstras was forbidden to all but the priestly class, and 
that from the earliest times the village schools were 
meant for the instruction of all the superior castes 
without distinction. It is likely that ~ravers mi2:ht 
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have been offered iD tAe course of' the dais wor~ and 
that moril precepts were strengthened by thQ,:teaching 
of sacred legends, bpt anything in the nature'~( ,direct 
religious instruction was unknown. The prilicipal 
ingredients of the village c\t{riculum were ~adi~, 
writing, and arithmetic in the vernacular, with oc~ 
sionally a dose of )'an\>frit grammar and poetry. The, 
secular ~Rracter of the schools was strengthened by 
the advent of Buddhism. The immense influence 
which was exercised on Hinduism by the new faith 
led to a certain disintegration of the position of the 
Brahman priest, which necessarily reacted on the char
acter of the scho~Js in 'which he taught. "It is to the 
Buddhistic time,ln all probability, that we must trace 
the beginnings of ,that change under wl}ich the village 
schoolmaster is not found to be invariably the village 
priest and Brahman, as he certainly was in early Hindu 
times." I 

4. The effect of the Muhammadan invasions ,upon 
the national educational system was twofold. In 'the 
-first place, they led to a widespread disorganization 
of the indigenous schools by interferipg with the 
customary rights of'the village community and by the 
exactions of new landlords who were ignorant of their 
immemorial privileges. The introduction 'of Persian 
as the new official language of the country was not 
also without its effect. The ancient institutions of 
learning which prizeq, the study of Sans~rit and the 
vernaculars grew, less popular, and only the lower 
,classes who were content with the bar<:, elements of 
letters were found to resort to them. In the second 
place, the growth of' ,a large Muhammadan ~Olll
munity in various parts of the cQuntry led to the 
institution of Muhammadan schools in· villages where 
they predominated. It is probable that these Muham
madan IiIchools, _~(Jkt(Jbs as they are called, were started. 
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in imitation l of, the ancient Hindu schools. They 
differed from tbe latter in the insistence they laid upon ' 
the religiousfharacter of their instruction, but in the 
position of . the schoolmaster, the methods of teaching, 
and the finanCial arrangements by which they were 
maintained, the two systems bore a striking resemb
'lance to each other. 

S. The political unsettl~ment which attended the 
decline of Muhammadan rule in India and preceded 
the establishment of the British Empire witnessed a 
gradual decadence of the village commijnity as an 
effective form of local polity. The causes which led 
to trus decadence belong to a wider subject than can 
be covered in this study, but it is obvious that when 
the British took possession of the country in the 
different provinces they found that, though in most 
parts of the country except Western and Central India, 
there existed a widespread system of national educa
tion, so far as they could trace, the position of the 
schoolmaster had in many cases changed from that 
of a village servant with a defined position in the 
community into that of a casual worker-honoured 
in the village by reason of his sacred calling but not 
sufficiently identified with the village to hold his 
ancient place on the village stalf. This statement is 
true in the main, but nevertheless there were var\ous 
tt;aces Ir.ft which pointed to the original connection 
of the schoolmaster with the village economy. The 
Court of Directors of the East India Company were 

.anxious from the first to utilize whatever had been 
left of the ancient system tand to )incorporate it into 
their own scheme of educlI;ti'on. A dispatch issued by 
diem .tq the local government, which bears the date 
Illne J, 1814, has the following reference to the 

:I This IUgte8tion, which occ.un !n the CJ{tport of tht lruJi." Educauon t!,."",i"i", 
(118:'-3), Bm,J, i, open to 'Cj.ueatioD. BaroD Huthauaen noticed Muham .. 
madan Village tchooll In part. of Ru .. i2 (TAt Ilulsia" E"'I,r" Huthau.en 
tra •• l.ted by R. n,rie, CIaPI"'D ,. .Hall, '156, vol. i, th. it. ~ alao 
H"Ib .. • Diui_" y U."" a. t07. 
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~nage community and the schools conIJected with it. 
"This venetable and benevolent institution of the 
Hindus is represented to have withstood the shoc~ of 
revolutions, and to its operation is ascribed the general 
intelligence of the natives as 'licribes and accountantS. 
We are :.80 strongly persuaded of ",its great utility that 
we are desirous you should take early measures to 
inform youtselves of its present .$tate Ilnd that you 
will report to us the result of yotJr inquiries, affording 
in the meantime the protecrionof government to the 
village teachers in all their just rights and immunities, 
and marking, by some favourable distinction, any 
individual amongst them who may be recommended 
by superior merit or acquirements; for humble as 
their situation may appear, if judged by a comparison 
with any corresponding character in this country, we 
understand those village teachers are held in great 
veneration throughout India." 1 

6. Though attempts had been made earli~ in the 
century in Madras and Bombay to make a preliminary 
'survey of indigenous schools, it was in Bengal that 
the first systematic attempt was undertaken by the 
British Government. The Rev. W. Adam, who was 
chosen by Lord William Bentinck to repbrt on the 
vernacular schools of Bengal, presented his reports 2 

during the years 1835-8, and they still remain 
among the most valuable records we have regardilJS 
indigenous private schools in India. The informatioo 
has since been suppl~mented by similar reports fro~ 

'other provinces, by tH~ labours of the Indian Ed'uca-
tion Commission of <I g8~-3, presided over 1>, Sir 
William Hunter, and by the more recent annual aqd 
quinquennial reports of the Education De~t~hl 
of India. But before we proceed to describe tRe main 
features of il}digenous schools, it ,is ' necessary t(J 
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describe in outline the present system of village 
education as a whole in order to bring out more clearly 
the place of indigenous schools in that system. For, 
though in some provinces indigenous schools are 
still responsible fora large share of village education, 
they are by n() means the only agencies of rural 
education, nor are they often the most important. 
It will also be necessary, before- finishing our survey 
of indigenous schools, to consider in what respects 
these schools may be said to come within a purview 
of village local government. 

7. Rural instruction in India is in the hands of 
either public or private agencies, the latter still con
stituting the more numerous type. Public agencies 
in charge of rural education are mostly District Boards, 
which are the local authorities constituted for each dis
trict under the Local Self-Government Scheme of Lord 
Ripon. Occasionally the educational duties of a 
District Board are found delegated to a Taluka Board, 
which is the corresponding local authority for a sub
division of a district. The Provincial Government is' 
seldom in direct charge of primary schools, except in 
areas where there are no local boards such as the 
Agency Tracts of the Madras Presidency. The 
Government, however, retain their control over Board 
primary schools, partly by rules framed for the guid
ance of local boards and ~partly through the inspecting 
agency of the Education Department. 

8. Private schools fall into two classes-those which 
are aided out of public funds and those which ar.e 
unaided. A considerable proportion of the aided 
schools are under the management of f()reign mis
sionary and other philanthropic societies, the rest, 
including the unaided »chools, being either "indigenous 
schools or " venture" schools. Indigenous and" ven
ture" schools are found in practice so largely to 
merge into each other that it is hazardous to ,,attempt 
a sharp distinction between them, but, broadly speak-
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ing, indigenous schools may be said to be tl* 
'descendants of the old villake community schoolt 
which, thongh consIderably disorganized and . fast 
disappearing, ~e still; wherever they are found, In a 
vel"y intimate way associated with,the int;mal life of 
the village. " Venture" schools are recent growths. 
They are started in most cases as business enterprises 
or in response to a demand by the wealthy inhabitants 
of a village, by men who men:ly wish to make a 
competence out of them. The teachers of indigenous 
schools come of the ancient hereditary class of guru!, 
but" venture" schools are the products of "uncerti
ficatcd" teachers whose failure to pass the qualifying 
examinations laid down by the Education Department 
debars them from employment ill any schools of 
recognized standing. We are more directly concerned 
here with the former class of schools, but it may 
be observed that the distinction between the two classes 
is fast tending to vanish, the operation of the rules 
regarding grants in aid and the transformation of the 
old village life resulting in a gradual assimilation of 
the two classes of schools towards each other. 

9. The following statistics relating to the year 
I 9 I 2- I 3 of the three oldest provinces will throw some 
light on the relative numbers of the different classes 
of schools. In Madras th~ total number of public 
elementary schools was 25,2 I I and of aided elementary 
schools 14,463. Of the latter about a fifth are under 
the management of missiol\ary societies. The number 
of pial schools, i.e. unaided ;ndigenous schools, stood 
'at about 4,000 in 1906-1, but must have been reduced 
considerably in recent years. In Bombay the total 
number of primary school~ was 13,368, of which tJ1e 
number of private aided schools was 2,394 and 'of 
private .unaided schools ~OO. The aggregate number of 
primary schools in Bengal was 36.334, of which 35~899 
were private schoo]s--27,474 aided and the rest unaided. 

10. Jhe indigenous elementary schools which have 


