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2 I. The system of Village Sanitary Com.mittees in 
the Central Provinces is, in the main, simflar ' to the 
Bombay system, but a few of the more irnporta~t 
differences may be pointed out. The Central Pro
vinces Act, especially as amended in 1902, applies only 
to large villages, no village of under five hundred 
houses being allowed to come under the Act.1 It p 
expressly stated by Government that the Acrwas 
"wholly unsuited to small agricultural hamlets in 
which sanitary enthusiasm, if untempered by discretion, 
may easily harass and even injure the people. It is in 
the local centres of distribution from which the country 
folk draw their ~upplies at a weekly market, and in 
which the need for conservancy is greater, and local 
public opinion is stronger, that its provisions will be 
found most useful." 2 As regards the constitution of 
the Committee, a larger provision is made in the 
Central Provinces for the elective element. The 
Committee consists of the headman (Mukaddam) and 
not less than four representatives of the village com
munity "who shall be chosen by election from among 
the inhabitants of the local area." 3 The election is 
held in open assembly by owners of houses and pro
prietors or tenants of land permanently resident within 
the local area." 4 Moreover, while the assessment under 
the Bombay Act is mainly voluntary, the Central Pro
vinces Act provides for the necessary funds by com
pulsory assessment. The principal taxes levied under 
the Act are an assessment on houses and lands, license
fees on professional weighmen and measurers, tolls on 
carts, pack animals, and on porters and on animals sold 
in the village, rents from dealers temporarily occupying 
open ground in the local area,and lastly, fees on thevolun
tary registration of cattle sales effected in the village." 5 

:I Act XI. of 1902., aee. 2. 

2 Speech by the Hon. D. Ibbetaon, Imperial Legislative Council, July 1.8, 1902. 
3 Act x.i. of 1902, sec 3. 
" Local Ruin Ilrtd Ord~rr of tAt: Ctntral PrD'rJlnces, 1904, pp. 132-8, Rule §. 
5 Act XI. of 1902, lee. 5. 
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22. The Report of the Royal Commission on 
Decentralization (1907-9) marks another stage in the 
development of village organizations for sanitation. 
The Commission recommended an extension of Village 
Committees in areas where they had not been tried. I 
The United Provinces were among the first to act on 
the l"eFommendation of the commission, but in framing 
their proposal they declined to regard the measure as a 
permanent arrangement hut looked upon it merely as 
an experiment. They also decided to circumscribe the 
sphere of work assigned to the committees under their 
scheme. They were to be concerned merely with the 
utilization of funds allotted to them by the District 
Board; and they were not to carry out any new 
schemes, however small, but only to maintain the 
general cleanliness of the Village. The Committees 
would be chosen or approved by the District Board, 
but in the expenditure of the funds the Committees 
were to have unfettered freedom. "Any inspection 
by an official or by a member of the District Board 
should be with a view to his forming an opinion as to 
how the scheme has worked, and should not imply any 
detailed scrutiny of the work done." There are to be 
no formal accounts and no records. Local subscrip
tions to supplement the grants of the District Board 
were to be encouraged but not to be made a condition 
of the grant. For the present the maximum grant 
allotted to a village in a year was to be limited to 
Rs. 50.2 The United Provinces Sanitary Report for 
19 I 3 recognized the experiment as a success in one 
district, but r~garded it as doubtful in the other districts 
selected. 3 A similar measure was attempted in Assam 
in the same year, the selected villages receiving their 
grants from the respective district officers. The 
experiment was, howt:ver, mergt:d in the larger experi-

1: Rt:port, para. 711. 
'lII ResOlution of United Provinces Government, March 2.9, 19u. 
3 Sanitar) RtfM'''' UPlted PrfJ'Vinus, 1913, Orders of Government, par •. 1%, 
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mellt now (1913) on ' foot in Assam in the organization 
of village authorities." I 

23. A system for maintaining an accurate recor~ of 
.the sanitary needs and -condition of villages was intro
duced by the Governtnent of India in 1895 by the 
institutioh of what are called Village Sanitary Note 
Books. These note books, of which each importalll: 
village is expected to possess one, are to be a 'per
~anent record of the sanitary features of the village. 
The object of the book is primarily to serve as a 
source of information to the medical and administrative 
officers of the district, but it serves incidentally, where
ever it is maintained conscientiously, to bring home 
more definitely to the village authorities themselves 
the sanitary defects of their village. The book is in a 
printed form, with a series of set questions on such 
topics as drainage, water supply, disposition of houses, 
characteristics of the population, conservancy, vital 
statistics, meteorological conditions, etc. A blank page 
is left after each set of questions in which Government 
officers of a required standing who pass through the 
village are expected to record their remarks. The 
book is kept in the village itself, in the hands of an 
influential literate resident, who may be a village officer, 
a land-owner, the schoolmaster, or in larger' villages a 
Government servant, such as a hospital assistant or 
ali inferior police officer. Once every quarter the 
books are sent to the civil surgeon of the district for 
him to abstract any information which may have a 
bearing on the sanitary administration of the district. 
The book proved of special advantage in the United 
Provinces during the famine of 1902, as the informa
tion it contained was of great use in determining 
the kind of relief works likely to be most useful in 
the villages. 2 While in some provinces the system 

1: &rut4rJ Report, .duo",., 1913, Orden of Cbi1:f Commilliooer, para. 6. A 
Icheme for the orgaOl:utloD of Village: iOltJtu tioD' in A"am b .. now beeD com
pleted, p. :too, i'!!, •. 
• s..,,.,, R</'Ort, U",,,ti PrrNi."" '903, Ord ... of Co_" pari 3. 
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has, on the whole, been justified by the result;' the 
reports' have not been unanirn'ous .ip its commenda
tion. Government officers have ntit been regular in 
asking for, and entering their remarks in. the books .. aad 
whatever the causes of this inaifference, the technical 
character of the questions. most of which requirel expert 
tnowl.edgc, may have partly accounted for it. . '" 

24. In that important branch of sanitary administra
tion, the registration of births and deaths,' village 
officers throughout India play a conspicuous part. 
They form in every province the primary agency for 
collecting facts and for reporting them to the proper re
cording office. In Bengal, the United Provinces (except 
the hill tracts), the Punjab. the North-West Frontier 
Province, and the Central Provinces, the reporting 
agent is the village policeman. In all other provinces, 
except Bombay, he is the village headman. In Bombay 
the duty is divided between the accountant and the 
village official called the police patel, while in Sind 
the schoolmaster is sometimes found in charge. The 
recording office, in most cases, is the nearest police 
station, but in the United Provinces and Bombay the 
village officers who report the facts also maintain per
manent registers for recording them. In Madras the 
headmen report to the collector, and in Burma they 
record entries themselves of which copies are made 
over to the police patrol for submission to pon~ 
stations.' The accuracy of these statistics is che(:ked 
by officers of the Revenue, Medical and Police Depart
ments, and above all by Inspectors of Vaccination, 
who are required to make inquiries regarding vital 
occurrences when on their rounds to test vaccination' 
operations. Nevertheless, the reporting of statistics is 
still in an unsatisfactory condition, it having been 
noticed in Bengal alone that as. many as 30 per cent. of 
the death's and 52 per cent. of the births have been 

~ k,; if Sil1lt"'1 C.",,,,,,,iontr 'Wit" tht Cw""",,,,, if I..m., 'II"s. p. 98 
(Ta\uJi.r State"'''). 
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unrecorded. 1 The illiteracy of the village officers is 
the principal difficulty. The prejudice of caste, the 
iII-luck supposed to attend enumeration, the ~om
parative ignoring of female births and deaths as 
matters of little consequence-these are other hind
rances. In regard to death statistics, apart from in
accuracy of numbers, the statement of th~causes <1f 
deaths is often of little practical value. Most diseases 
are described as "fevers" or "bowel complaints," 
the village officer being incapable of any profounder 
diagnosis. 

25. A description of .village ~:mitary institutions in 
india will not be complete without a reference to the 
unofficial associations which have been set up here and 
there in the course of the last thirty years, under the 

.familiar title of panchayal, for the promotion of sanita
tion. They do not owe their initiation to legislative 
or official action, though in the course of their develop
ment they have received active support from Govern
ment; nor is it possible to trace any definite connection 
between them and the old village community. They 
are generally private enterprises, due to the spread of 
education and the growth of a new public spirit, but it 
is conceivable that they have been helped by local 
traditions of the old corporate unity. So long ago as 
J 881, it was noted in Bengal that in several populous 
villages where pleaders and retired servants of Govern
ment had settled down, informal panchayats had sprung 
up, which "built culverts, made roads, and drained 
dirty places, all with funds freely contri buted by the 
villagers." 2 A panchayat iri a village in the United 
Provinces was officially reported in 19 12, " consisting 
of two respectable vakils (pleaders), and the headman 
and two banias. . ., A sum of about Rs. .150 was 
raised by subscription, and two sweepers on Rs. 3 each 

t Paper on "Vital Stati8tics," by Dr. C. A. Bentle),! 3rd All India Sanitary 
Conferencc'january 191+ . 

• Rrport 0 SGlIIN1J COfNmimrmer 'WIth tht G~&r"",mt of Indi-, 1881, para. 189. 
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a month were appointed, and ,> a receptacle of iron 
for carrying dirty water out of the village was pur
c~ased. , •. The fourteen wells in the village were 
cleaned. , .. " I The Madras Governnlent, in a t+cent 
order surveying the voluntary ,activities of vilb.ges i, 
sanitation, said: "In many districts, a piece ot com'
rnunallan4. away fro,? the village site is set apart for. the' 
storag~ of .manure '; In others, areas are set apart for use 
as latrines to prevent the indiscriminate fouling of th,e 
whole surroundings of the village; in some district!i, 
village 'Sanitary Associations' have been in existence, 
which administer a voluntary cess raised by the people 
themselves for maintaining scavengers; in others, the 
villagers have subscribed regularly towards the cost of 
pumping water from protected wells to raised cistern,s.":: 
The most interesting instance of independent action lh 
rural sanitation is reported from Bombay, in connection 
with the Florence Nightingale Fund for the Promo
tion of Village Sanitation in India. "The Committee 
adopted an admirable scheme. , . . based on the 
voluntary services of young men and women devoted 
to the ..cause of rural health, It was arranged that 
these Health Missioners should in each case work with 
a village Committee consisting of the patel (headman), 
kulkarni (accountant), and schoolmaster, and two 
leading villagers; and that they should study the 
sanitary needs of the people, giving instruction by 
personal intercourse and magic-lantern lecture, and 
gradually gaining the confidence of the women, the 
children, and the depressed classes," 3 The results of 
the expe:iment in the few selected villages have bee,n 
encouraglllg. 

26, Of a similar character is the work which has 
been begun by village co-operative credit societies. 
These societies, during the past ten years, have made a 

I Reso/ution of United P"O'UllItes GrJ'furmne"t, March 29, 19[~, Appendiz • 
• Madf'lzs WtdIy Mad, July 2, IQ14, p. lO. 

I India, LoDtioJI, July 10, '9'4. p. 16. Letter from Sir W. Wed~rburD. 
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remarkable progress in India, and as in most countries 
where the movement has spread, the economic advan. 
tages have been supplemented by the social and m~~ 
benefits which have flowed from it. Sanitation is one 
of the objects which have claimed most attention from 
the promoters of village co-operative societies. A 
recent Conference of co-operative soc~ies in .. 
Madras District passed the following ResolUtioft : "It 
is the opinion. of this Conference that Local Boards 
should make use of the agency of co-operative 
societies for improving village sanitation and village 
communication." I The Resolution may be taken as 
lufficiently typical. In many parts of India the co
operative movement has been hailed by responsible 
administrators as marking the dawn of a new era of 
village communal life, and it is a great deal to the good 
that outside their proper economic sphere this new 
life has been manifested in the hitherto neglected field 
of sanitation. 

I Tanjore DiJtrrct Co-operatWt COfl{tre"Ct, January 1914. 



CHAPTER V 

PUBL1C WORKS 

I. THE arrangements made by th~ village community for 
the erection and maintenance of its public works, such 
as wells, tanks, channels, roads, and buildings, con
stitute a notable feature of village local government. 
The most important of these works, to which the 
community has always devoted special attention, as is 
to be expected in a country so predominantly agricul
tural, is the maintenance of a sufficient water supply 
for agricultural as well as domestic purposes. In all 
provinces where the condition of the land has called 
for irrigation, some kind of a systematic arrangement 
has been set up by custom, in many cises to be traced 
to remote times, not merely for making and maintain
ing tanks and channels, but for distributing the water 
and settling disputes arising out of it. . A usual element 
in these arrangements is the institution of village com
munal labour, by which each mtlmber of the community 
is required to contribute his sllare of the labour or 
expense required for the upkeep of the works in his 
village. A long controversy has been carried on, 
especiafly in South India, as to how far the custom has 
survived t~,our day. The more authoritative opinioll 
in the prqvince has declared for the continuance of tfte 
custom, and for l~s revival in some form. The progress 
of this controversy has been marked by the production 
of some vl!luable reports, which help us to a fair know
ledge botti of the original features of the institution 

9 m 
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and of the attempts made by the British Government 
from. time to time to revive and enforce it. 

2. ' The idea of compulsory labour for the benefit t;>f 
the Central Government prevailed largely in India under 
indigenous rule, and continued for some time since the 
British occupation. It was employed in the construc
tion of temples, palaces, public buildings and road~ 
and in carrying the:: baggage of Government-officers and 
other powerful individuals. In a Memorandum on the 
Administration of India issued in 1858, it was remarked 
that the last vestige of this practice in a licensed form 
was in the construction of the Thibet road through the 
Himalaya Mountains. I The great temple of Tanjore 
in South India, which was erected by the Cholas in the 
eleventh century A. D., was built largely by forced 
labour. Tippu Sultan of Mysore (d. 1799) built his 
fortifications in Seringapatam by carrying .0iT 20,000 

labourers from the neIghbouring areas, and forcibly 
keeping them in his employment for years. 2 It is said 
of the famous South Indian Prince, Tirumala Naick of 
Madura (d. 1659), that on the occasion of the great 
festivals at his capital, each village was bound to provide 
a certain number of men to drag the gigantic cars of 
the gods in procession, and this service was designatt:d 
-and taxed as ter-uliyam or car service.3 The maritime 
chief Angria (d. I7 56), who ruled in Mahrashtra in 
the middle of the eighteenth century, enf~rced an 
elaborate system of taxation by personal service. The 
low caste tribes, the Mahars, were required to serve in 
the forts one month in the year, and received their 
subsistence in daily doles of rice from the Government; 
and certain other castes (the Kharvees and the Daldees) 
wer!= bound to supply one man in every eight capab4: 
of bearing arms to serve for eight months in the year 

• Metftflf'lZttdu", "" the Adllunls/Tatron oj ["dllz during the Past TJurfJ reilZrs, I~,. 
LQtldoD, p. 50. 

g lttlt1Mrllnt/ufJI ,n flu Progreu oftlu Mildr4S PTwanJCJ dMf"/lIg tile LIUI FO'I] Tars, 
Sriamu.raghava Iyengar, 1892., para. 10 • 

.• CtJ(lItUi RftJlRJJ, April 1900. Article ; tI When Tirwn.ala the Great R.ated." 
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on board the vessels of war, receiving in return monthly 
contributions of grain and a small money grant.! 'I 

.3. Compulsory labour in the interests of the Village 
commllnity has been in existence, in some form or 
other, in nearly every part of India. It has been best 
deVeloped in its application to irrigation, anA it is there 
that we may study it to the best advantage. A con
siderab'e 'part of the Indian irrigation system ~onsists 
of smal\ tanks and channels which have been in 
existenCe:: from very remote times, and which were built 
partly by individual charity and partly by communal 
enterprise. Two tanks in the Chingleput District of 
the Madras Presidency have been recognized as finding 
mention in inscriptions of the eighth and ninth centuries 
A.D. Epigraphic and literary evidences carry back the 
existence of irrigation works to still more remote 
times.2 It is in the Madras Presidency that 1r~igation 
by small tanks and channels is most numerous; where. 
they have been estimated to irrigate" coUectively aln 
area equal to that irrigated by all the larger works 
which have been constructed by the British Govern
ment in that Presidency." 3 Whatever the origin of 
individual works, the duty of maintaining and keeping 
them in repair was sooner or later recognized by custom 
to fall upon the village community. 

4. On the construction and maintenance of small 
irrigation works, South Indian inscriptions of the ninUl' 
to the twelfth c~tury A.D., recorded in the Madras 
Epigraphic Reports, throw valuable light. An inter~t
ing summary'of the facts set out in thesQ inscriptidns 
was contributed to the Annual Rtport of the Arch<£ological 
Survey of India for 1903-4, by the late Superintendent 
?f' Epigraphy, Rai Bahadur V. VenkayyaA 1:l\e 

l,lJngr.phicdl and 'StatIStical Mnnoir af tIle Koniun, Major T. B. J'rvis, 
Ckkutta. 1840. 

II Archtrr"oglctJl SUM/I] of I11duJ, ]90}-4, pp. 202.-1] ; 1Ju 1_;/1411 APifU.", 
Ma.r ... 1910, pp. 46:'8. 

:5 Rtpof't of tht ImJir:m Irrilaritm C""""inion, ]90]-3, part i, p. I. 
• Pp. aos-II. 
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~en~y by whom tanks and channels were dug or their 
dlggmg mas financed does not appear clearly. Most 
of the inscriptions deal with the means employed fQr 
repairing them and keeping them in otcier after they 
were built. But we may assume that the construction 
of small irrigation works was carried out by the king, 
by the village assembly, or by private benefactors---.!' 
oftenest, perhaps, by the last. [ At any rate if is by 
these three agencies that the means requirtd for repair
ing village tanks and channels were supplied; and it 
is reasonable to suppose that their construction also was 
due to the same agency. When private persons devoted 
their charity to beneficent public works, the usual form 
which it took was a grant of land or of mOlley as an 
endowment towards their maintenance. The grant was 
probably administered by the village assembly through 
one of its committees as a form of public trust. The 
village temple is frequently mentioned as an accommo
dating benefactor, and the impression certainly arises 
on a perusal of early inscriptions that in meeting public 
needs such as these or great public emergencies like a 
famine, the temple authorities felt a special sense of 
responsibility, and often, perhaps, rose to it. The 
commonest kind of repair which required doing was 
the removal of accumulated silt. Towards this, pro
vision waS made £Or the supply of hoats, of baskets in 
which to lift the earth, of labourers, of skilled workmen 
to take care of the boats, ~nd of fishermen to provide 
certain kinds of necessaries. The village committee 
which was set to control these operations, we may 
assume, was the Tank Committee referred to in 
chapter It paragraph J. 

5. The practice of employing communal labour in 
the repair of village works perhaps arose whenever the 

1 [n the erection of bridge. in England, it will be remembered that though the 
trectioll itself might "be a matter of pnvatc or corporate bounty, the law, from the 
first, took cognizance of""it8 mamtenance in repair. When a brtdge had ona. been 
erecwd, it became a matter of obvious public convenience that it should be main .. 
tamed,H Webb, Star) of tilt Kmgs HlghwllJl p. 86. 
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means mentioned above failed. If'tho- .!'lng's mter~ 
in the viflage, wanea' for any reason ot'private c;h~~ 
was not forthcoming or the village assembly was short 
of funds or tfflly had no available waste land with which; 
to endow tank'S, it became an obvious necessity to levy 
a general contribution of labour or wealth. ' ... The 
practice W3$ not confined to tanks and chapnels, but was 
employed even in such things as the preparation of a 
public show or entertainment, the performa~ce of sacri
fices, and in other public works like the construction of 
roads. The Artha/astra lays down penalties for those 
who refused to join in or caused obstruction to those 
who did; and the king's favour was to be shown to 
anyone who loyally did his duty in promoting the 
requisite forms of communal enterprise. l 

6. Whatever the origin of the custom of communal 
labour, it has never been applied, so far as we know, to 
the initiation of any new works or to repairs of any 
considerable magnitude. Sir Thomas Munro, who 
reported on it in 1803, stated that the custom was 
enforced where the damages. to tanks were trifling, 
"not amounting to above ten, twenty or thirty 
pagodas," 2 and he did not think the enforcement of it 
too heavy a burden if the expense of the repairs did 
not exceed 5 per cent. of the rent of the lands 
watered by the tank. In a letter addressea by the 
Madras Government to the Government of India in 
1857, they regarded as falling within the operation of 
the custom such repairs of channels as did not exceed 
in expense 2! per cent. of the revenue derived from 
the village. 3 The Famine Commission of 1880 made 
the following recommendation as to the limits of works 
to be repaired by the village community. "Tanks 
irrigating over 50 acres [and under 200], if found td 
require repairs, should be brought up to the necessary 

, ~rort' Rn1rew. August 1908. 
2 A pagodil was conltdcred, equivalent to Rs. 31' Mi",.te, oj Sir T. Munro 

(Arbuthnot), vol. i, p. 90. " . 
• Quoted by the Ho" D. Elliot iD the Imperial Legialative CouDcil,April8, ,857. 
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standard by the Public Works offi,ers at the ' cost of 
the Government, and then handed over to the village 
officials ~o be maintained. Those irrigating less tha~ 
50 acres should be handed over to village officers, the 
Department of Public Works doing only masonry 
work. . . . The smallest class of tanks, irrigating 
less than 10 acres might he handed over entirely' to the 
ryots .... '" Usually no payment was made for the 
labour thus rendered, though occasionally grants in aid 
were given by the Government for the improvement 
of specific works. 2 It has been noticed that the 
custom tends to die out sooner on tanks and rain-fed 
reservoirs than on water-courst's, the reason being that 
in the latter case the appearance of silt may altogether 
cut off water supply and destroy the crops, and it is to 
the self-interest of the cultivator to take prompt action, 
while in the former case the cultivators may well wait 
through long years of deterioration till the embank
ment actually bursts and the water is finally stopped.3 

7. A detailed description of the manner in which 
the custom was enforced in regard to works subsidized 
by the Government in the first half of last century is 
given in the Report of the Madras Public W0rks 
Commission of I8S3, from which are taken the follow
ing extracts: "As soon as a Tahsildar receives orders 
to execute . . . a work, and has the necessary funds 
placed at his disposal, he sends to the headman of the 
village, desiring that they and the Karnam (accountant) 
will come to the Katcherry (office), bringing with them 
workmen to undertake the work. This order is either 
sent verbally by a peon (messenger) or more commonly 
is a written document. The village may he ten, 
twenty or even thirty miles distant ... but in due 
time the village officers present themselves at the 
Katcherry with the work people to undertake the work, 

J Report of tlu [fldlan Ft2mHU CommiSSIon, 1880, pa.rt Ii, p. 163_ 
:II IbId., App. v, ch. IV, para. 3. 
3 Report of the Indian Irrigation Commiuion, 1901"3, part ii, pp. 110. 
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and perhaps with a number of the principal ryotB or 
meerasdars. The terms of the estimate, viz.. the 
nature of the work to be done, and the rates allowed 
for doing it, are then explained to the partit;S-, and the 
terms having been agreeq to, written engagements and 
security bonds are executed, and a portion of the 
amount,of the estimate is advanced. As to the parties 
of these proceedings, the custom varies in the several 
distric:ts. In some the workpeople themselves, through 
their headmen, receive the advance and execute the
agreement, while the heads of the village give securit~ 
for the fulfilment of the terms; in others the heads elf 
the village receive the advance and execute the agree
ment, and the principal ryots or meerasdars are the 
sureties. . . . After these preliminaries have been 
completed, the people return to their village .... In 
t/le course of time, though generally not without con
siderable delay, the work is commenced, but it does 
not advance very rapidly. The advance has been 
received, but the parties are by no means in a hurry to 
perform their engagement. . . . The finished works 
are measured . . . by the laluk officers; the Karnam 
then goes to the laluk Katcherry with his . .accounts ••. 
and from there in comparison with the estimate and 
measurement statement the abstract account of the 
co~t is prepared to be sent to the collector. . . . The 
village Monigars, 0' heads, the people engaged on the 
work or their headmen, and often the meerasdars, or 
some of them, are sent for, and they sign the accounts 
which are then despatched to the collector .... The 
people employed are generally under the control of the 
village officers, and are paid by them at their own 
convenience, and in money or grain, as they find most 
to their interest. Complaints to the collector are rare in 
con seq uence of the distance, . . . and the labourers are 
almost entirely at the mercy of the village authorities." I 

1 SUQ"d Report if me CfmlfftlU;01ftrs tm Public 1P"Dr*r iff th, Madras Prllidmey, 
Madra., 1&53. par ... 159, 163, '04. Tbe nearut analogy to thf'-iD ~laod 
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8. The following account of the 'way in whi~h 

communal labour is employed to-day unofficially in a 
Madras district I has been gleaned from evidence 
recorded by a recent Government committee of inquiry. 
At certain seasons, or on fixed days of the year, the 
ryots of every viIlage irrigated by the channel in 
question are expected to contribute labour Fery day, 
either by going themselves, or by sending a man, or 
men, instead. The amount of labour required of each 
man is measured by the quantity of land held by him 
in the irrigated area. The whole arrangement is under 
the supervision of a .village officer, appointed by the 
cultivators themselveS. The number of such officers 
in a villag~ varies from one to sometimes as many as 
four. They have the right of fining any cultivator 
who makes default in supplying his quota of labour, 
the usual rate of fine being four annas each day. A 
defaulter book is kept, in which all entries with regard 
to fines are recorded. The amount thus collected is 
spent usually on some charitable object, such as feeding 
the poor, but sometimes advantage is taken of it for 
the construction of a new road in the village. Where 
a fine is not duly paid or some other breach of rule 
occurs, the officer refuses to let water on to the land of 
the defaulter. At no stage of the work is any refer
ence made to a Revenue or Public Works official. 2 

9. Whether under the system of village communal 
labour the cultivator was obliged to render the 
necessary service himselt, or whether it was open to him 
to make a grain or cash contribution instead, is a 
point on which it is difficult to be precise. Sir Thomas 
Munro, writing in 1803, clearly contemplated an 
alternative contribution as permissible by custom. 

appear"! to ,be the obligation which wall imposed on parishioners to repair, or provide 
for the repair, of road. UDder the supervision of the Surveyor (If Highway.. Webb. 
Story oj ~he K.!."g's H'gh"",,,), ~h. ii. 

I Allintapur. 
II Madras Forelt COll1mittee, 1913, Mlnll'" of EojJ",r~, pp. 42.3, 428, 438, 

4l9, 453, 463. 47
" 
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According to him the cultivators made the nCeeaaa:ry 
repairs by their own labour, or by an assessment- of 
grain for the payment of professional bricklayers. 
"There are very few tanks in which ohiinary repairs 
have not always been made, either by the cultivators 
,themselves or by the revenue servants at their expense, 
by levying a contribution of grain regulated by the 
quantity of each man's land." I When the question 
was raised by the Public Works Commission (1869-70) 
as to whether a money cess might be legally imposed 
instead of enforcing labour, the wop-known South 
Indian administrator, Sir Seshayya Sastry, said: .. I 
am entirely opposed to the commutation of Kudi
maramat 2 into any form of cess. A cess is no doubt 
easily collected and as easily squandered away, but 
what is wanted is that the work be done, and done well, 
in proper season," and the Han. Chentsal Rao said: 
"The ryots woUld much prefer supplying labour to 
paying a cess." 3 Although, however, the proposal to 
impose a legal cess did not meet with approval, the 
practice of paying a voluntary cess instead of labour 
had been steadily growing, and grain gradually gave 
way to cash in the payment of the cess. The money , 
so collected is spent by the revenue officials in 
executing repairs which would otherwise be effected by 
customary labour. 4 The tendency to substitute a 
voluntary cess has been specially noticeable in regard 
to channels which supply water to a number of different 
villages, in , which case the machinery of communal 
labour would be more difficult to employ. It is so 
clearly to the interest of the villagers to promptly pay 
the cess that the want of a legal sanction has not been 
fdt as a distinct weakness. The Irrigation Commission 
(1901-3), while prepared to recommend a statutory 

Z MillMNt if Sir T. M .. "", (Arbuthnot), vol. i, p. 90. 
11 Communal labour • 
• Quilted by Col. R. H. Smkey, R,I!~ ia Madu. Lqialltive Council, JWle .8, 

1883. • I.op"i.1 G.$I/tIU of l""i .. voL &Vi, p. 379-



1%2 VILLAGE GOVERNMENT IN BRITISH INDIA 

money cess in certain cases, recommended that for the 
administration of the cess there should be constituted 
local panchayats, "the object being to get the people 
themselves to feel a proprietary interest and pride in 
their tank." I 

10. The constitution of a separate Department of 
Public Works took place in Madras in I ~ 56-7. It" 
took charge, among other things, of the repairs of 
irrigation works which had till then formed part of the 
duties of the collector and his subordinate~. But the 
new Public Works Department lacked th'e executive 
and magisterial powers of the collector and his staff, 
and consequently their authority over the villagers in 
euforcing the obligation of customary labour speedily 
waned. It was therefore felt necessary, if the right 
was not to be lost to the Government, to seek the aid 
of the Legislature, and an Act was passed by the 
Legislative Council of the Governor-General in 1858, 
the Madras Compulsory Labour ACI giving the requisite 
legal sanction. The Act laid down the following 
rule: "Whenever it shall appear to the officer in 
charge of any tank, river, or canal or other like works, 
that there is any imminent danger of the embankment 
of such tank, etc., being breached, which may be 
prevented by a large body of lahourers immediately 
working together, it shall be lawful for such officer to 
require the head of the village in the vicinity to call 
upon all able-bodied male persons of the labouring 
classes in such village to co-operate in the work." 2 

The Act, however, has remained practically inopera
tive. The causes of this failure were set out by Sir 
A. T. Arundel in a pamphlet which he published on 
communal labour in 1879.3 The main cause was the 
insufficient wording of the Act, which sanctions the 

• R~.PD,t of flu !ndilllJ irrlgamn CommISSion, 19°1.3, part ii, p. 114. 
" Sec_ J. 
J lrnpuoft (Hui Commundl LAbour in r!t Mdt/raJ PrtstdtnCJJ A. T. Arundel., 

I.C.S., Madra., 1879. cb. i • . 
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powers given under it, only in cases where the cus~om 
rna?' be proved to be actually incumbent on the local 
:village community, and it has been found to be no 
light matter, in the midst of a continual disintegration 
of the old village community, to establish the con
tinuance of ~he custom in a court of law in any 
particulat; case. Another cause was that legal pro
ceedings under the Act had to be taken "against each 
separate defaulter, on each separate occasion, and 
practically 01\ the motion of village officers "-a ruling 
which rertdered the procedure exceedingly lethargic. 

II. It is clear from the t.:stimony of successive 
commissions of inquiry that the institution of 
communal labour has not altogether died out in the 
Madras Presidency. The Public Works Commission 
of 1869-70 went minutely into the question, and 
produced a large mass of evidence to prove its 
continuance. All the witnesses said, practically with
out a dissentient voice, that whether the labour was 
exacted or spontaneously contributed, the custom 
prevailed, more or less, in every part of the Presidency. 
The annual value of the unpaid labour utilized in 
various districts was estimated in Trichinopoly at 
Rs. 50,000, in North Arcot at Rs. 60,000, and in 
Tanjore at Rs. 300,000.1 The Famine Commission 
of 188o, through their special Committee on Irrigation, 
reported that so far as the irrigation by small spring 
channels was concerned, " it is still ge;:nerally performed 
by the free labour of the ryot." 2 On the report of 
this Commission and the results of previous inquiries, 
a bill for legalizing the custom was introduced in the 
Madras Legislative Council in 1883, but was eventually 
dropped. The Indian Irrigation Commission (1901-3) 
said ': "We were repeatedly assured that the main
tenance of the tanks wa~ not satisfactory, and that 
Kudimaramat was practically dead. Others regarded 

t Pam.phlet by Mr. Arundel~ ch. iv. 
:I RtpDrt of tIu If1d"~1J F4"'ln, GJmmmicnI, 1880, App. v, cb. iv, Pin. S .. 
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it as only moribund. . .. We are ourselves-,"eluctant 
to admit that so valuable an institution is really dead 
and' past restoration." [ Further testimony on the 
point was recorded by the Madras Forest Committee 
(t913), who brought Ul.lt a very interesting collection 
of facts on the communal system of irrigation still 
preval~nt in what are known as the Ceded Districts. 

12. The capital required for the construction of 
public works in a village is usually contributed, in 
accordance possibly with ancient usage, by wealthy 
individuals to whom such works appeal as an attractive 
form of charitable endowment. But there has also 
been a considerahle amount of communal .effort by the 
village as a whole in raising capital, and that it is even 
now shown in various spheres of village life is a proof 
that the old corporate lIfe of the village is not a thing 
of the past. We have seen it already in the erection 
of school buildings and of famine works. The more 
common method of raising the capital required for a 
work undertaken jointly by the community is by 
levying voluntary subscriptions. Sir A. T. Arundel, 
writing about Madras in 1879, said: ., During the 
settlement of the Tinnevdly District more than 
Rs. 250,000 were raised by subscription and by the 
sale of waste land, and expended upon objects of public 
utility, chiefly irrigation works. On one channel 
alone the Tyots built forty-six substantial masonry 
sluices. . .. In another village Rs. 1,000 was sub
scribed by the ryots, and expended in clearing away 
accumulations of silt from neglected public channels. 
Four villages united to subscribe Rs. 2,500 to build 
regulating works to apportion the water supply .... 
Indeed so numerous were the applications from village 
communities desirous of raising subscriptions for works 
of public utility in which they were individually 
interested, that the authorities were unable to pay 

, ~4 part j~ p. J 11. 
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at~tion to them all." I In a speech' which he m~ 
in the Bombay Legislative Council in 1889 on the 
SI.1.bject of voluntary contributions under the Village 
Sanitation Act, Sir Raymond' West remarked: .. It is 
said that it is impossible to get subscriptions. . . . J 
do not think so. . . . The practice prevails in this 
Presidency, with which as a Distriq Officer I was once 
personally familiar, and I find that in one Illluka 
sixteen villages in the course of two years have sub
scribed a considerable sum for building and making' 
tanks in their villages." 2 Besides voluntary subscrip
tions, it used to be the practice for village communities 
in the Deccan to raise the necessary capital by a 
public loan .. This was resorted to in cases where the 
expense was too great for the village to defray at once. 
The debt was gradually redeemed by an annual assess
ment, and sometimes by mortgages of grants of land 
on the part of the villagers. If the grant of land was 
small, no rent was charged by Government, but if it 
was a large grant, the revenue was paid by the other 
ryots, and the creditor still enjoyed the land rent
free. 3 

13. We have been speaking so far of the presence of 
communal labour in the Madras Presidency. The 
system was best developed in the Southern Province, 
but it exists also in some measure in other parts of 
India, and a rapid survey may he made of the impor
tant areas where it is still found. ~n Gujarat in the 
Bombay Presidency, though not so pronounced as in 
Madras, it still exists, and the Irrigation Commission 
(1901-3) strongly recommended its revival.4 In 
Nasik (Bombay) the Bhandharas (i.e. weirs constructed 
for raising the level of flowing water across rivers) are 
erected by the Government, but their recurrent repairs 

% Ps,mpnlc.t by Mr. Arundel, p . • s . 
• Bombay Leglilitive Council, September 7, 1889. 
J R~"'''I Oft IU Tf!rr"Qt'U. C(JfIf,ureJfTo", tlu P":f/J'W1lt Ephia..tOlle, p, 16. 
• R'/'Drl ofdt l""i •• ["'flJli .. C ..... " .... '901-3. pitt ii, P. $1. 
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and cleaning are left in the hands of the villagers. l 

The Vaderu in Sind (;m ancient village officer) had, 
till ·about forty years ago, the duty of summoning thtl 
villagers for the annual clearance of the canals and 
water-courses. 2 In the Rhandhara District in the 
Central Provinces the village record-of-rights (Wajih
ul-arz) lays down the duty of the cultivators. to do all 
the minor repairs, and of the village landlord (Mal
guzar) to do the greater repairs.3 A similaF provision 
is entered in the village records of the Santal Parganas 
in Bengal, declaring it the duty of the headman and 
ryots of a village to maintain and repair all the village 
tanks and other works of irrigation.4 In Bhagalpur 
(Bcllgal) the responsibility for the maintenance of the 
]anghas, or small canals, is left with the ryots of the 
village.5 In the Punjab in the Kangra Valley the cuts 
from the hill streams called Kuls are managed by the 
people themselves, with no assistance from the Govern
ment. " They maintain an organized staff of officers, 
every village supplying its representatives, who patrol 
the water-courses to prevent theft, to stop leakages and 
to distribute the water." 6 In the Zhob District in 

. Baluchistan the old type of irrigation wells called 
Karez.es is undertaken by joint capital divided among 
several co-sharers, whose shares are determined by the 
amount of water consumed by each. The work is 
carried out under the supervision of the Mzrah, or 
headman, the co-partners themselves' providing labour 
in works which require no special skill.7 In the 
North-West Frontier Province in Bannu canal clear
ance is carried out by unpaid labour called tinga, and 
the fines imposed upon defaulters constitute what is 

t Evidence of A. H. A. Simco:.:, I.e.s ,before. the Irrigation Commisaion, 1901-3 . 
• BrAnbay Gazette, 1881, part v, p. 1.4. . 
3 Ev.tdenct of A. B. Napier, I.e.s., before Irrigation CommJI.ioD, 190I-lto 
4 B,.",~I Dutrtcr Gllzetur:n, Santa! Par,anal, pp. 161-~. 
S Ibid., Bhag.lpur, p. 83. 
6 Punjab Du/TICt Gazetteer:, Kangra, pp. 144-S. 
7 Bal~ch.ut4n ~JStrsCl Ga<MltllrJ, Zbob, pp. 15°-4. 
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called the Nagha fund at the disposal of the Deputy 
Commissioner .1 

.14. There is an extensive system of irrigation hy 
means of small canals in lI.pper Burlna with a com
plete organization for communal management. " The 
canals are managed by those. who own land irrigated 
by them, who are also responsible for the necessary 
labour.· On .each canal there is a Myarmg-gaung, or 
headman, atld one or two · ct;.iers. These officials are 
elected from their number by those interested in the 
canal, who are called M)'aung-thaJ. The gaung allots 
tasks to the Myaung-thas, which are proportioned to 
the area of land to be irrigated possessed by each. 
On each canal there is a unit of measure of land, called 
a det, and a unit of measure of work., caUed a tao 
These vary in each system. The det may be an area 
of land estimated to produce a certain outturn of 
paddy, or estimated to require a certain number of 
bundles of seedlings or of baskets of seed for its 
cultivation. Situation and quahty of the land to be 
irrigated are taken into account, so that the actual area 
of a det on a single system is not necessarily unifox;m. 
For each det one labourer is required, for the supply of 
whom the owner or owners of the land included in the 
det are responsible. Either an owner may personally 
labour or the labourers required may be furnished by 
the gaung on payment of a fixed sum. In the case of 
a det owned by mort: than one man (and such owner
ship is common) the co-owners arrange among them
selves for the provision of labour or for payment in 
its stead. Though theoretically one labourer is 
required for each det, in practice the number of owners 
who actually perform personal labour is usually 
sufficient for the work to be done, and these share 
among them the payments made for substitutes. The 
gaul1g)8.nd criers do no actual labour, their duties being 
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confined to supervision. The criers communicate the 
orders of the gaung tQ the Myaung-thas -and call them 
out i'n case of breaches. . . . Each Myatmg-tha ~s 
responsible for the minor channels which actually lead 
the water from the canal into his fields." I 

15. The actual distribution of water in an irrigated 
village from the main outlet into each field is very, 
often left to the arrangement of the cultivators.them
selves. There is sometimes a panchayat appointed by 
the cultivators to regulate the water-supply, but more 
often a single village officer. This office is an ancient 
institution, remunerated even to this day in some parts 
of the country by grain fees contributed by the culti
vatots,2 and its holder works under the immediate 
orders of the headman. In the large majority of 
villages at present there is no organization of any 
kind for the distribution of water within the village. 
It is carried out, for aught we know, in a haphazard 
way. There are some villages, however, which possess 
a regular system of time-honoured rules for distribut
ing water. The following system which prevails in 
the Zhob District (Baluchistan) is devised with £reat 
ingenuity. "A dial is made of a straight stick, twelve 
fingers high, which is planted in level ground at sun
rise. Subsequent operations are explained by the 
following diagram :-

B 

C D E A F G H 
AB represents the stick and CH the groundline, the 
first atama 3 after sunrise is considered to be over when 
the shadow of the stick has receded to the point" C, 

• B.,.",a Dutrirt G/H.~ttterJ, Pu.okku, pp. 46-7 . 
• Evidence of C. H. Mounoey, I.e.s. (Madr •• ), and R. S. Baitmangalkar, 

Deputy Collector (Bombay), before Irrigation Commiuion, '90'-3. 
3 Eighth part of the day. 
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which is twenty~four fingers' br~th 'distant from 'the 
point A. Tb,e second atama is'-over wilen 'the shadow 
has moved twelve fingers further and is at D, wltile 
each of the twcr subsequent a/ami!ls up to mid-day pe 
represented by a movement for the breadth of' Sit 
fingers each. II) clie,afternoon lhe reverse prpcess. 
'followed, the last atama lasting ' from the time the 
s!)ado~ has -reached the point H till sunset!' [ In 
discussing t.he natu~ of the rules by which a village 
community reguIll,ted i~ water-5upply, Sir Henry 
Maine expressed the OpinlC>l1 that they rested for their 
sanction neither upon the personal authority of the 
author nor 'on a serlse of equity nor on any express or 
implied agreement, but rather ,upon a sort of fiction 
which represented them to have existed from all 
antiquity.2 

16. A word must be said of the form of compulsory 
labour known as Begar, which prevails in villages in 
Upper India. Two varieties of this may be noticed
one enforced by the Government, and the other by the 
village landlord. The former existed in prac~caily an 
unimpaired form in certain parts of the Punjab till 
recently, having been abolished in Kangra proper orily 
in I 884 and in Kulu in 1896, and apparently still 
exists in the hill district of Simla.3 It was a service 
which all those who cultivated the soil were bound to 
render to the Government as a condition of their 
tenure. It invol~ed generally three different duties
viz. to carry loads, to convey messages or letters, and 
to provide wood a.nd grass fQ-r ' camp. The amo~t, of 
labour required was calculatd:l:'rathl!r on each individual 
cultivator th,a,n on eaCh' hom~. T~ order for the 
abolition of Governihellt: Begar"in tile ~jab does not 
eX~,end, however, to labour for., ~hith ~,I payment is 
made, and landowners are still ~,cted ~o ~rn out fqr 
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such lltbolft under cc;rtaiq. conditiorts.1 'The other 
form of Blgar; vi'Z.. that exacted bY ~11e landlord, it, 
still found in 'various' parts 'of. Upper India. It 
gen,erally t~e~ the form of labour on the ih.ndlord's 
field$ fOJ; a stated number of days in the .year, to be 
fixed with rciference to each successive harvest. The 
cultivator is also bound to p'rovide the lan~lord with, 
a plough and sometimes a bullock for a" day :tt each 
harvest. In some places they have also .to help in 
thatching the la~dlord's house, a,nd sometimes to give 
him their labour free when there is a marriage in his 
family, or he goes on a journey. The village artisans, 
not seldom, are also bound similarly to work for the 
landlord when needed. 2 

17. The chief public buildings usually found in a, 
village are the meeting-house which is often no more 
than an open shed, a guest-house, a temple or mosque, 
a school where such exists, and the relics of the old 
,tower where the inhabitants used to store their pro
perty on the occasion of a sudden raid. Often these 
buildings are found merged in one another, and there 
is no clear demarcation of the uses to which they may 
be put in the exigencies of village life. It is difficult 
to trace any regular system on which they are built or 
repaired, but it is safe to assume that private charity 
and communal labour entered into the construction 
and maintenance of these buildings as well as of village 
roads and communications in the same manner, though 
not perhaps to the same extent, as into irrigation 

,works. The maintenance of roads and commun~ca
tions is at present largely the responsibility of District 
and Local Boards, but the obligation of the village 
community to lOOk after them is still definitely 
recognized in som,e parts of"the country. An instance 

I PU11jab DistllC! Gaztttttrs, Kangra, pp. [86-8. 
, It ~lfl DIStrict Gd'Utte~rJ, Palama.u, pp. ] 34-S; C,,,trtJ Pr"",i"clI and Berllr 
Di~tr;tr Gllwttml, Bhandhara, p. 159. Compare the Iavicel rendered by a tenant 
~,h. manoriallord in E"IllaDd, Vinggradolf, Growm. if 1M M ... r, pp. ,'7-8. 
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of it i~ the A'mall village paths in AlmOta '(United 
Provi.nces). f6r ~h~ ~ai~tenaq.ce ~ of which ~~agements 
are st1l1 ~ade wltn 'Vlllige lalldlords at the t\me 4£ the 
land settlemenu' SO in -Burma ilt the LQ,wer Chind'lll1'l'1 
District, rural foot~tracts are still the recognized charge 
of the village community.- In 1905-6 tlte totaUehgth 
of such tracks for wJ:ich the villagers undertook 
respdnsibiHty' was estimated to have been 384 mile'.~ 

18. A· somewhat unique experim,ent has beeJ;l 
recently tried in Berhampore in the Madras~Presidency 
in the direction of starting village pancnayats to take 
control of public works. It is apparently nothing 
more than an inforffil\l measure adopted on the initia
tive of an individual officer of Government. The 
principle of the scheme is to divide the villages situated 
in a sub-division of a district, for the purpose of the 
scheme, among the members of the Local Board in 
charge of the sub-division. Each member is set to 
supervise a small definite group of villages. It is his 
duty in each of the villages, by instructing the villagers 
and co-operating with them, to get them to form 
panchayats for supervising works of public utility in 
the village. A certain sum of money is deposited with 
each panchayat for necessary expenses. When the 
money is spent or nearly spent, a report is m'~de to the 
Local Board member, who is in charge of the particular 
village, and he makes a fprther advance. Such advances 
are to be made by the member only after he has satisfied 
himself of the progress which has. been already mil-de. 
It is too soon to say what will come of the experime.nt. 
But a re~nt report whicQ. appeared in an in6uentid 
Madras newspaper seems to give ground ,for hope. 
According to it, the panchayaJs are" so keen and trust>
worthy that it is a matter of pride with them to do the 
work." 3 

t United Pf'O'fli,,~et Dutrier G.':t.trtnrs, Almon, p. 110.. 

• 'l/Ia_ DiI.rnt G .......... Lawu Chiodwin. p. '4' • 
• Tbe J/""'., ..... kly edition, A!",il 8, '9'5. p.}. 



CHAPTER vI 

WATCH AND WARD 

I. IN the ancient village community, the headman had 
the principal direction of the arrangements for watch 
and ward. His chief executive assistant was the village 
watchman, who stood to him practically in the relation 
of a personal servant. As a rule, he was one of the 
menial castes, often given to criminal habits, who lived 
on the outskirts of the village and performed general 
service for the community His position in the village 
has been noticed in a previous chapter in connection 
with the sanitary duties which he discharged in addition 
to his police functions. He was responsible, under the 
supervision of the headman, not merely for the dis
covery of lost property, but for replacing its value 
when not discovered. In the joint landholding com
mlmities of Upper India, the police responsibility of 
the single headman was divided among the landowners 
who, between them, maintained order in the village, 
and through ~their servants restored, or replaced the 
value of, lost property. The village communities were 
everywhere held jointly responsible for offences com
mitted within their limits,l and any penalties awarded 
in consequence were liable to mutual apportionment. 
When necessity arose, the watchman was assisted by 
the members of his family, by the other village ser
vants, and in some cases by the whole village com-

I 

::I Compare the joint responsibility for c;"me o{ • towllIhip in Roeland in later 
s. ... a tim... Viu .... doft'. HI GrowrA of tl" M.M', pp. '96-9' 
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munity.r Such a: ~e~ssity arose j~'henever a ~r~~U$ 
theft occurred in the village. It was tl}en customa!j~ 
the watchman, lISsisted Dy the generd body of vil;Iagers, 
to start in pudu\t of the , thief, and the searc'h "MiS 
only given .up whefl the offend~r hadJ>een definitely 
traced to ali 'adjacel:\f; village, when the responsibility 
was .unOerstood to' shift to the members ofi'that 
village,2 

2. Oni! of the, most' graphic accounts that ~e ,have 
of the duties performt;o by .the'village watchmari under 
former governments is that given by Elphinstone pf 
the watchman in the Maratha country.3 The de
scription is worth quoting. .. The duties are to keep 
watch at night, to find out' all arri vals' and departures, 
observe all strangers and report all suspicious persons 
to the Patel. The watchman is likewise bound to 
know the character of each man in the village, and in 
the event of a theft committed within the village 
bounds, it is his business to detect the thief. He is 
enabled to do this by his early habits of inquisitiven~!} 
and observation as well as by the nature of his allow! 
ance, which being partly a small share of the grain and 
similar property belonging to each house, he is kept 
always on the watch to ascertain his fees and always 
in motion to collect them. When a theft or robbery 
happens, the watchman commences his inquiries and 
researches; it is very common for him to track a thief 
by his footsteps ; and if he does this to another villag,r. 
so as to satisfy the watchman there, or if he otherwi~ 
traces the property t9 an adjoining village, his responsi
bility ends." The remuneration of the village police 
took the usual form of grain-fees, occasional per
quisites, and endowments of land. A Commission 
appointed in l 'S 5 8 to deal with ancient grants of land 
for public purposes in the Madras Presidency men-

• RtpDrtof'II., lod,a. Poli" c~ •• (190'-3), pin. 8 • 
• TOil really amouat' to railing a ... hue and cry," 
3 lbport o. ,4, T.m~;lJ r:..f"'nd fr ... r4. Poi,"_ Elphin.toJJe, p. *' 
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tioned nine cases of such grants, amon,g which were 
included the following two: (I) grants connected with 
the general police of the country under former rulers, 
and (2) grants to village headmen, accountants, and 
village police. I With regard to the responsibility of the 
watchman to make good lost property, Elphinstone's 
remark may be noted that his obligation was limited by 
the extent of his means, while the remainder 'was levied 
on the village as a whole, and that it waS only in 
particular cases that this indemnity was enforced at all. 
Where indemnity was directed to be paid and the 
headman or watchman refused, the punishment was 
the transfer of the assigned land to the nearest rela
tion, fine, imprisonment in irons or severe corporal 
punishment.2 

3. The exact manner in which the village police 
was linked up with the Central Government is not easy 
to trace, but it may be presumed that it was in some 
such way as this: The village police, with the head
man and the watchman, were looked upon as the 
immediate working agency. Over them, in many 
cases, were officers set in charge of groups of villages, 
assisted by armed followers, who, in respect of this 
wider area, had much the same duties and obligations 
as the village police in the village. Over these again, 
nOf infrequently, were officers in charge of districts, 
and over them the governor of the province.3 This, 
of course, is a very rough and perhaps hypothetical 
description, and applicable only to limited areas and 
to comparatively recent times. The intermediate 
officers between the village and the provincial Govern
ment were known as Kavalgars and Pale gars in parts 
of the Madras Presidency-names around which have 
gathered bitter tales of pillage and plunder. To the 

1 Lod Sym."u ~f BrIm" 1"",a, BadeD Powell. vol. iii, p. is . 
• Report on tJr.t ffl'rrltmn Cl11ftp',redjrrna tIM PIUIAW4, ElpbiDItoae., p. 41. 
J Pil~rs CO"",ctrJ .,11,4 tAit RtDTglUllUtrfl/lr ~ rA, PJiCl i. til M.Jr~ PruiJ~1 

"St. f'P. 43-5> '" 
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same class belonged in 'l'elingana or the old Telugu 
country the police official called Munewar. Sir 
Richard Temple wrote of him in 1868: "The Mune. 
war's original function was to supervise the vil~ 
watch and to keep the peace generally within a cert3.1n 
circle of villages. For this work he received either 
allowances drawn from the land or a landed grant. At 
first °tlbae "men were doubtless h~editary police officers. 
In late~ (Jays 'they often figure as rural chiefs, and 
sometimes either as turbulent subjects or as persons 
resolute to resist aggression, whether from government 
or from their neigh bours." I Under this class of con
necting links with the central Government may be 
mentioned also the detective police inspeotors known 
as 'l'apasnavis, appointed by the famous Maratha 
administrator, Nana Farnavis (d. 1800).2 

4. We have an interesting account in the Fifth Report 
(18 12) 3 of the financial arrangements connected with 
the institution of Pa/egars, the old police chieftains of 
the Madras Presidency, as it obtained during the 
troublous times which immediately preceded the British 
occupation. They fulfilled two capacities-first as dis
trict watchers, and secondly as village watchers. And 
corresponding to these two functions, they collected two 
kinds of fees-the village watching fee called Stallum 
Kava!, and the district watching fee called Desha Kava/. 
The former was really the police contributions of the 
village community meant to support the village watch- . 
men, but the Pa/cgays had so encroached on the posi
tion of the watchman that, in order to appropriate the 
fees due to them, their retainers undertook to dis
charge the duties of the watchmen and practically 
drove them in large numbers out of occupation. In 
the district of Tinnevelly, with its 2.,000 villages, 
there were in 1799 only 477 with watchmen of the 

• Rtpo,.t Oft' tAe .4d""nisrrlltW" of tA, G(PIJtrnJlUnt oj H.B. ,,,, Ni'1Jam, R. Temple, 
Calcott., 1868, para. 143. 
, II I_per;,,1 Gaemer~' T~ yolo viii, p. 370. l P. J4Z. 
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ancient communal type; and even these were allowed 
to retain their places only on condition of contributing 
a shate of the emoluments attached to the office. The 
district watching fee was often the gift of the king; 
but sometimes it was the gift of defenceless villagers, 
who paid it partly to guard against roving bands of 
plunderers and partly to prevent the Pale(.<Zc) them
selves from plundering them. The Repot"(go~s on 
to say: "These contributions consisted in payments 
in money, grain, ploughs, or cattle, and various 
other articles, and were raised by armed peons. 
They were not regulated by any fixed principle, but 
the amount depended on the conscience of the Palega,.. 
The payment was sometimes enforced by torture and 
the whip, and the whole village was put into confine
ment and every occupation interdicted." 

5. The practice by which defenceless villagers we're 
led to engage the services of plundering robber chief
tains to secure them against robbery and violence, was 
part of an extensive system of what might be called 
"private police." The system must have prevailed in 
most parts of the country during the political upheaval 
of the seventeenth and elghteenth centuries. The 
Palegan of South India were in reality not different in 
their methods, and the causes which gave them birth, 
from the Marathas in Western India, or from the 
Pindaris and the Thugs, all of whom were character
istic productti of a time which witnessed a universal 
breakdown of governments and dynasties. There is 
evidence that this practice of employing men privately 
for police purposes goes back to ancient times. The 
Arrha/astra mentions wild tribes (Aral1yachara) among 
those who may be used to protect the interior of the 
kingdom. I A South Indian inscription of the four
teenth century A.D., represents a village assembly as 
selling the right of Padikkaval, that is, possibly, the 

• M}.1ITt R""i~ Febr.ary '907. 
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right of guarding the village.' The essence of the 
system was that the inhabitants of a vlillage entered 
into a formal contract with the head of a neighbooring 
tribe of marauders by which, in return for a specified 
payment, he agreed to protect them against invasion 
and robbery, and in case of theft to compensate them 
for the:k.~ Very often the real objective of this pre
cautiot'~as the contracting tribe themselves-it was 
a payd~rrt' they expected" for kindly desistin~ from 
robbery." 2 The practice has survived to thIS day, 
in some form or other, in spite of systematic efforts to 
put it down. In the Madras Presidency the two 
criminal tribes who are prominently assOCiated with 
this custom are the Kallan and the Maravars in the 
Madura, Tinnevelly, and adjoining districts, and the 
institution is called Tuppu-Kuli and Kudikaval. In 
the United Provinces 3 the Gujars and the 7afs, and 
in Bombay 4 the Ramosis are the tribes employed for 
purposes of private police, and the system in the 
former province is called Languri. Corresponding to 
these in Burma 5 is the system of cases known as 
Pyan-pe, and in the Punjab 6 the cash gratifications 
known as B unga. There is nothing to show that the 
contract is not, as a rule, faithfully discharged by the 
tribes concerned, and indeed it often happens that a 
village finds it a more satisfactory method of safe
guarding its property, the ways of the regular police 
being formal and sometimes harassing. Speaking 
broadly, then, it may be said that the police arrange
ments of the village before British rule began consisted 
of the village watch and the private police or the village 
guard. The former were concerned with offences 
within the village. the latter with offences from without . 

• Madra. EptgrapkJ, AmI.at R,p.rt, 1908-9, pp. 8'-3. 
13 TJillm VO'Vin.i.zn, Madr •• , p. 3. 

I United Prfl'flt1tUl Pollct Ref'Drt, 1906, par •. no .. 
.. PDlue 411J C''11ffU In In4JII,- SiJ E. Cos" London, ch. iii. 
S BurtIUI 1iJ)'lh'tC: (jeel/ters, Thayetmyo, vol. A, p. 49. 
6 TUl4b PJu, 8.epfrt, 1903~,PIlta. 17. 
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6. It may be of interest to set out a few factS'regard
ing the "private police" system, especially in the 
Mach-as Presidency, and o( the efforts made to put it 
down. It is the history of a movement which began as 
a real necessity during a time of general lawlessness, as 
the only method of safeguarding life and property; but 
the vested interesu it has created by providi~ .through 
centuries a lucratlve occupation for whole, ,dpes of 
men, combined with the sense of necessitr.lJd fear 
which the traditions of former disorders have helped 
to sustain, has turned the movement into a grave 
standing abuse, against which, in the new regime of 
law and order, the resources of Government have had 
to be employed with unceasing vigilance. The fore
most of these tribes in the South, called the Kaltars,! 
have a history which apparently goes back for many 
centuries. Mr. Vincent Smith has suggested the 
possibility that the Kallars are the same race as the 
Palla'Uas, who exercised such great political dominion in 
South India in the centuries previous to the 
Muhammadan invasions, and that the" bold predatory 
habits" which the Kallars display correspond, from 
what we know, to the manner in which the Pallavas 
exercised their power.2 He also notes that during the 
first three centuries of the Christian Era, the frequent 
wafS which occurred among the various independent 
chieftains of South India were often waged by the 
agency of these aboriginal tribesmen.3 The methods 
employed by them of plundering and of levying tribute 
were not· different from those adopted by the 
Marathas several centuries later, in connection with 
the.ir levy of the famous tribute known as Cnautn. 
Indeed there is evidence that when the Marathas 
ventured into the extreme South they enlisted the. 

I An excellent account of the I\!II.rs will be found m rljju' x:..."'-, tIll Rebll 
CQ..,. .. ".dmtt, by S. C. Hill (Longman., 1914), pp. 2.5-6. 

, Ear" Hu",,, if InJ,o, V. A. SIIllth, O&ford, '9'4, po 470. 
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co-operition of the Kal14rs. When, for example, 
th.e Maratha General Raghoji Bhonsla attacked 
Trichinopoly, among the forces which he led -were 
numbered the Kallars besides other tribes.! A 
splendid opportunity for the exercise of their time
honoured profession came to ' them :~,hen Haidar Ali 
of Mls~e made his invasion of '781 and in the 
wide-sI¥t.'.Ii· disorder which followed it. We find, 
therefore, 'that the movement which the Madras police 
are still en~ged in fighting, has to be traced to 
habits whose roots lie away back in the dim ages 
of antiquity. 

7. The agreement by which the inhabitants of a 
village engage the services of a criminal tribe often 
consists of two parts-one which is preventive, that is, 
engaging the tribe to protect them against future 
offences-and the other which deals with restoration 
or compensation in regard to offences which have 
already occurred-a combination, in fact, of police and 
insurance. In Madras the term Kudikavai (joint 
watch) is ordinarily applied to the first, and the term 
Tuppu-Kuli (clue-hire) to the second. It is not clear 
whether the system as found in the other provinces has 
a preventive side to it, or is merely concerned with the 
restoration of stolen things or replacement of their 
value. It is not unusual in either case to find the 
agreement executed with a fair show of legal formalities, 
such as witnesses and -written documents; and cases 
sometimes occur of suits being filed in courts of law for 
the due fulfilment of the contract. The actual parties 
to the transaction do not, as a rule, come face to face, 
but leave themselves to be represented by agents. 
Cattle thefts are the most usual form of olfences with 
which the system is found connected,2 partly because 

1 T';t' Prl'fJlI.te ~lilry of Atumda'T'a"f.IJ Pill9, Madru, vol. i, p. 161. 
I jad,ing by the prQVil-lOD' about it in Anglo·Sa.r:oD law, theft, ee.pteiallJ' of 

"ttle ud horael, appear. to h.vc been by far the COIllmODut and, mOlt trouble~ 
10m<: of Olfel1lZ1 theD. PoUodt" M.itl""d. tim.,., of EalmA L_, vol. ~ Fl" 55-6. 
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cattle form the most valuable property of thdagricul
turist next to land, and partly because of their mobility. 
In Tanjore the fee levied is generally from 4 to B 
annas and sometimes I rupee per annum for a pair of 
bulls.) These fees must be considered moderate. 
Indeed it is a point of strength with these robber 
guards, tht they seldom drive the peoPle!idespera-
tion by enormous demands. The penalty • which 
a villager is visited who proves recalc' t is a 
surreptitious loot of his things, in the course of which 
he finds "his standing crops taken from his field, his 
straw-stack or house on fire, or his best pair of 
bullocks missing." 2 

~. It is a remarkable fact that after all these years 
during which this system of blackmail has gone on, 
there has been but little conscious effort on the part of 
the people to co-pperate in suppressing it. This may 
be traced to various causes-to fear of vengeance, to 
long continued habit, to the convenience of avoiding 
formal police investigations and judicial inquiries, and 
certainly also to the moderation and discretIOn of the 
tribesmen themselves. The only instance of their 
acting so as to provoke the enmity of the villagers 
happened in the Madura District in 1896-7 when, 
owing to certain unprecedented exactions, a general 
revolt took place which resulted jn serious riots. 
" Meetings of villagers were held. at which thousands 
attended; they took oath on their ploughs to dispense 
with the services of the Kallars; they formed funds to 
compensate such of .hem as lost their cattle or whose 
houses were burnt i they arranged jUr wAtchmen 
among themselves to patrol the villages at night; they 
provided horns to be sounded to carry the alarm in 
case of thefts from village to village, and they 
prescribed a regular scale of fines to be paid by those 
villagers who failed to turn out on the sound of the 

f Mlldrlll '"1JrJtrlCt Ga'lfJUucrJ, TaDjore~ fP. 2.0S-6. 
<;: IbId., Madllra, pp. 90-3. 
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alarm."~ · But the agitation begun so well led in 
the end to no permanent result; and whatever 
improvement has occurred in recent years has ·beeli. 
mainly due to the'activities of the regular police and 
little to any change in public opinion. The chier 
measures adopted so far have beet!- to organize special 
polic~ ga..rties for collecting information, to demand 
sufficietn~'~ecurity from leaders of criminal gangs, to 
effect a "system of registration of can:l~ sales, so as 
to prevent questionable transactions and to insist QI1 

branding cattle for easy discovery in cast of theft.2 

The only really satisfactory means, however, would be 
the reformation of the tribesmen themselves-and 
attempts towards this have recently been made by 
putting them to the more genteel but less 'exciting 
profession of rice cultivation,3 and by the formation 
among them of co-operati',re credit ,~cieties. 

9. While the system of private police, inherited 
(rom a time of anarchy and disorder now long past, has 
thus become a veritable hindrance to good government, 
its counterpart, the ancient village watch, '\Vhich 
maintained internal order in the village, has been 
on the whole an object of solicitude to the Britiah 
Government from as far back as the beginning of last 
'century. Lord Hastings, as Governor - General, 
descri bed them in l.ll I 5 as "the foundation of all 
possible police in this country," and declared that 
"upon their renovation, improvement, and stability 
depends the ultimate success of all our measures (or the 
benefit of the country in the prevention, detection, and 
punishment of crime." 4 Sir Thomas Munro, in a 
Minute written in 1824. protested strongly against the 
idea of absorbing the village watch into the regular 
police system, "for no system for any part of the 

r MtJtir(n Polict RqlQrfl \S96-7. para. s . 
• n,i., 1906-7, para. 2.1, aDd '910-1, para :u. 
• M.Jr .. DJlfrttl G~s, Madura, 'fit. 90-J . 
• Q:uoud lD the ~~s".tive Council b)' A. MOIky, C.B., May 21 , ,37'0. 
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municipal administration can ever answer that is not 
drawn from its ancient institutions or assimilated with 
them." I The experience of provincial governments 
in regard to the usefulness of the system, in spite of its 
varying fortunes, was expressed in the Bombay 
Admznistration Report of 1882-3 in these words: 
"The actual importance of the village police ~annot 
for a moment be overlooked. Without tlie'l1d." of the 
village police not a single offence could be tr'aced out. 
They are the real backbone of the detective police, they 
know all that is going on and know everyone in the 
villages.'" Sir Andrew Fraser's Police CQmmission 
(1902-3) went quite as far as any previous authority 
in declaring the necessity of maintaining the village 
watch. "This is necessary from the purely Government 
point of view-it is impossible to support the expense 
of a force which would be adequate to obtain informa
tion regarding crime over the exu:nsive _ area and 
among the vast population of India, without securing 
the co-operation and enforcing the respon~ibility of the 
village authorities. It is necessary also from the 
people's point of view; even if the expensive establish
ment required could be maintained, it would be 
vexatious and intokrable _ to the people. Constant 
interference by the police, constant espionage on villagl: 
life, COli stant visits of officials of t~ lowest grades 
constitute an intolerable burden.. to the: people." 3 

10. The histury uf the reorgahization of the village 
police in Bengal affords an excellent illustration of the 
strenuous ltut shifting policy by which Goverhment 
attempted to materialize their intentions in regard to 
this problem, as it is also an example of the peculiar 
difficulties connected with it. The year 1870 may be 
taken as the chiefland mark in this history. It saw the 
passing of the most important legislative enactment on 

, M" •• tt 1M' flat s,,.tt of r~1' C(JIM7ftry ,,,,,i Caditio" oJ fM PI." j1f Torr St. Georfe, .S.... _ 
• P. ~ , R I."r" U. iii. 
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village ~, the BmgaJ C/kzulcia.ri A£t.l It may, 
therefore, be qon-venient to divide the story ,into three 
parts with reference tQthis year 1870 : first, the attempts 
made before the pa.ing of the Act; second, the 
provisions of the Act; and third, ,the amendments 
effected subsequently. 

I I .~J.l Bengal, as in most parts of India, the 
watchman ~as originally an officer of the village 
community, paid by, and responsible to, the commun
ity. A great change, however, came over 'their posi
tion during the period of Mughal rule. The Mughal 
Governmept was, above all, a fiscal governmellt, and on 
their fiscal agents, the zemindars, they conferred powers 
which practically left in their hands many of the 
instruments of administration. The village watchmen 
became their personal servants, looking after their 
affairs by day and watching the village by night. 
Their functions grew mbre fiscal than police-more the 
collection of public dues than the maintenance of order. 
Under Clive's arrangement in 1765, the Company 
became possessed of the revenues of Bengal, and the 
village watchmen, in their new capaci~ of revenue 
officers, passed under the control of the Company.:I 
The system still suffered from their personal allegiance 
as, a class to the zemindars, and all early efforts at 
reform failed 'Signally. The Permanent Settlement of 
Lord Cornwallis' in .I7.93 offered an opportunity for 
reconsidering the whok 'position of the zemindars, and 
it was used to deprive them of their control over the 
village watchmen, who were trans~rred to the jurisdic
tion of the' Government police inspectors known as 
darogahJ. This meant, in theory at any rate, that they 
were thereafter to be under the jurisdiction of the 
r,:gu1ar polke. The Fhange, however, was o~y 
nominal, as the zemindus, by their enormous local 
influence, now strengthened· by the new proprietary 

• Aot ~1. (I!,c:) oj 1870' 
• TuJIuJigflbwlll B .. ~. W. W. HUUlrr,,868, p. 313+; 



1# VILLAGE GOVERNMENT' IN BRITISH INDIA 

right under the Permanent Settlement, continued to 
retain their control over the village watch, and used 
it to·pervert the course of justice in their own interests. 
The position of the watchman was thus made vague and 
indeterminate. He was, by law, under the regular 
police; he was, in practice, the zemindar's man. In 
either case there was now no question of respo~bility 
to the village community, the dominant pctsitio1}"of the 
zemindar under the Mughals, now sealed> by the 
Permanent Settlement, having thrown the community 
into comparative powerlessness. This was practically 
the position of the villagt: police in Bengal until 1870. 

12. Tt mllst be pointed Ollt that there are consider
able parts of Bengal, espeCially Eastern Bengal, where 
the village watchmen, as they are found to-day, are not 
the survivals of the ancient system, but purely a modern 
creation. In the reports of district officers in those 
parts of Bengal during the early , years of last century, 
then: is evidence that they found little signs of a village 
police, and some of them on their own account insti
tuted a rural police service corresponding to what 
obtained in other parts. 111 fact, the oldt:st legisla
tive enactment (1817) now in force in BengalI to 
formulate the position of village watchmen was passed 
primarily with a view to vindicating the independent 
action of these district officers.2 An important test 
for distinguishing the two systems, th~ survival of the 
old from the lJew artificial creation, was found in the 
fact that the remuneration of the watcnlnen under the 
former system was'to a considt:rahle extent derived 
from assignments of land, while under the latter it 
was entirely payment by money. This led to the 
further difference that a watchman who held land 
in a zemindar's estate was bound, at least by long 
usage, to render personal ~rvice to him in addition to 
discharging his public duties, while in the other case 

I Reg . .l:x. of t81; . 
• Speed> by 'he Hon. H. J. S. Cotton, Bengal Le5wative Co",,<lI,Jo1y 30, ,89" 
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his responsibility was rather to the general body of 
villagers under the direction of the magistrate. He 
owed his maintenanCe to contributions by the villagers, 
and his appointment to the m,agistrate on the nomina
tion of the headman. The main defect with this latter 
class was that the wages paid' to them were often very 
inade~te and were constantly in, arrears. The ques
tion whether· a zemindar was entitled to the personal 
service or a watchman who held land in his estate was 
the subject of a long dispute in Bengal, which was 
ultimately carried to the Privy Council. The decision 
of the Privy Council was a compromise to the eff"ect 
that the watchman's service was partly public service 
and partly personal service to the zemindar.! 

13. ' A strong movement to remedy the accumulated 
confusion which marked the position of the villa~e 
police in Bengal started from the great reforms In 

criminal administration which took place in 1862.2 In 
that year were introduced the Indian Penal Code, the 
Criminal Procedure Code, and the Police Act, and in 
that year also the High Court took the place of the 
older courts-the Supreme Court and the Sadr Nizamat 
Adalat.3 The effect of these changes was to make a 
great demand for efficiency on the regular police and the 
magistracy, which was bound to have its influence on 
the village police, upon :whom the first duties in con
nection with tl;1e detection of offences often rested. 
Various unsuccessful attempts were made at reform. 
The; first of them, which was made sometime before 
1862, was the work of Sir H. Ricketts, who brought 
forward a Bill in 1859 for the formation of a panchayat 
to assess and collect the salaries of the watchmen, but 
leaving' their appointment ~ removal to the magis
trate. This was followed Jp. 1863 by the proposal of 
Sir Charles Hobhouse to d?, away with ?,vment by 

, JoyklHell M"9~j .. •• Cat •• 
• Lport.". tA, '~tru to CamuJ" llu Rifr;rm (J{ rA~ PJle~ of til, Lrww PrftJu,c" 
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lands and grain-fees, and to make the watchman a 
salaried servant of Government. Next came Mr. D. J. 
Macneile's Report in 1866, asking for the total aboli
tion of the village watch and for placing villages under 
the jurisdiction .of the regular police, whose numbers 
were to be increased for this purpose. None of these 
proposals met with favour, and the Act of I 87~p.ad to 
be devised on more or less fresh lines. 

14. The main principle of the Act may be repre
sented as the" municipalization" of the village police, 
meaning its reconstitution as an organ of the village 
communi~y, paid by, and responsible to, the community 
acting through a representative committee called the 
panchayat. In the words of" The Statement of Objects 
and Reasons of the Act" (Calcutta Gazette, 1870, 
p. 357), "the provisions of the Bill, while maintaining 
the responsibility of all landholders to report crime, are 
based upon principles which have been recognized as 
applicable to these Provinces, first, that it is just and 
expedient that the people at large should pay for their 
own protection; and secondly, that it is the duty and 
policy of the Government to leave as much as possible 
of the business of the country to be done by the peoph: 
themselves." The members of the panchayat were 
nominated by the district magistrate, and before a 
committee was appointed in any village, it, was his duty 
either personally or through a suhordinate to explain to 
the villagers the object of the measure, and seek to 
enlist their co-operation. The panchayat were given 
power to fix the salaries of watchmen and the number 
to be employed in each village. They assessed and 
collected the necessary funds. They had also power to 
appoint and dismiss watchmen. The panchayat worked 
under the general control of the magistrate, but this 
control was not to be exercised unless there had been 
neglect or failure on the part of the panchayat to take 
the necessary action. Besides the general control of the 
magistrate, there were three means open to Govern-
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ment for checking abuses: first, the power given to toe 
magistrate to fine.~yone who refused to act on the 
panchayat; secondly, the provision by 'Yhich a pani:hayat 
who refused to collect the amount required for the 
watchmen's salary might hav.e their goods and chattels 
distrained to make up tlfe amount; thirdly, the power 
reser'\"ed to ,the Lieutenant-Governor to frame rul!s 
which 'would have the force of law for the guidanoe 
of pandtayats. The idea behind these measures,,_~ 
evidently to bring back to life, as far as possib~~' 
state of things supposed to have been in existence'b!fo~ 
the large landholders or the GO\lernment stepped ~ to 
assume the rights of the village community. .. ..... 

15. The Act had not long been in operation before 
complaints were heard. These complaints were sum
marized by the Bengal Police Committee (J 891) as 
follows I: First, though there was some improvement 
in the wages of villag~ watchmen since the Act, the 
improvement was due not to th.e panchayats but entirely 
to the action of magistrates. Secondly, there was every
where the greatest reluctance among villagers to serve 
on panchayats, due (I) to the. appointtpetIt being com
pulsory, of indefinite duration, unremunerative, and 
entailing great personal trouble and responsibility; 
(2) to panchayats being liable to great odium and 
enmity among their fellow-villagers if they collected 
dues punctually or "distrained and sold for arrears; 
(3) to growing police interference wtth rlit: affairs of 
panchayats, though this was n'ot contemplated in the 
Act.· Thirdly, owing to th~ unpopularity of the 
panchayats the best men were out of them, and their 
efficiency and reputation' suffered in consequence. 
Fourthly, the assessments . levied by panchayats were in 
many cases unfair, rich or f~lIuential people being let 
off with only a light contribution, while the poor.er 
villagers were heavily assessed. These failures lOOn 

: Report, pun, 16-20 .. 



,+8 VILLAG' GOVhNMENT IN .B1UTISH INDIA , 

began to teli: and withi~ fifteen 'years >of the passing of 
the Act a fresh change was demand~-from the muni
cipal idea to something of the , idea ,of a regular state 
police. The remarks of the, Police Commission (19°2-3) 
on this change of opinion deserve notice: "A fair trial 
can hardly be said to have been given to the village 
system. The Commission have also forQ1ed the im
pression that, with some striking exceptions, there is 
too little interest in the village police displayed by 
collectors in this Province. , .' , The Commission 
are disposed to attribute tht! failure of the panchayaf 
system in some measore at least to this lack of 
intrrest." I 

16. The two printipal amendments by legislative 
action to the Act of 1870 took place in 1886 2 and 
1'£92.3 The direction in which the reforming process 
was set by these amending Acts was somewhat to dis
countenance the village municipal system, Mr. Cotton 
(now Sir Henry Cotton), who introduced the Act of 
1892 in, the Legislative Council described the step as 
one" in the direction of centralizing police administra
tion, and of bringing the village watch much more than 
it now is under the' immediate supervision of the 
District Magistrate." 4 The main changes &an~tioned in 
1886 were these: (1) the pancha)'aIS were relieved of 
the duty of collecting the tax required for t.)le main
tenance of village police. They continued to' assess the 
tax, but the actual collection was to be carried out by a 
paid agenty working under the magistrate; (2) the 
panchayats were to retain the right of nominating 
watchmen •• b~t the appointment itself was to be made 
by the magistrate; (3) the rower of punishing and dis
missing watchmen was to be withdrawn from panchayats 
and transfetred to magistrates or Superintendents of 
Police~ (4) the viJlage watchmen were her~fter to 
recei've ,on,ly money salaries in every case. Any lands 

• Rit-rf. ch. in. 
3 Act i. (B.C.) of .89" 

• Act i. (B.C.) of .886. 
• Spccch, April'l •• 89%. 
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assigned for watchmen, still outs~dinc. ~re to be 
settled with the zelJ1indar, the proq~ to go to a fund 
called the Villag~; Watchmen's F~q. The Act of 
1892 went further in 'the same direction: (I) it trans
ferred from the panchay4! to the magistrate th~ power 
to determine the number of watchmen in each village 
and t.C!I fix their salary; (2) it empowered the magis
trate, .at his own discretion, and not merely at the 
suggestiQn of a panchayat, to appoint a Government 
officer to take charge of the collection of taxes; (3) 
fines and penalties were to be credited not to a village 
fund, but to a district fund fev m<tintaining village 
watchmen. Parallel With this curtailment of the 
powers of panchayats, the Act of 189:+ introduCed the 
rather radical change of allowing ,~ncl;ayats to be 
elected by the people" in any manner most convenient." 
The change amounted to this-a committee pesigned 
with the object of securing better popular representa
tion was to undertake r~ponsibilities of a' manifestly 
lesser character. It is difficult to say the change has 
proved a success. 

17. To sum up, the histo!'~ of the village police in 
Bengal comprises the following successive stages-First, 
they started as an organ of ,f~e village community, 
responsible to its representatives. Secondly, during the 
Mughal period they tended increasingly to become 
the revenue and personal servants of the zemindars, 
the fanpers of revenue. Thirdly, in 1793, Lord 
Corn~~is placed them by regulation under Govern
ment patice officers, !:sut they contin,ued practically 
under the control of the Lemindars. , Fourthly, in 
1870 they were; put back into the;;: p()$ition of 
village servants responsible to represepi:ative, village 
committees. Fifthly, in 1886 anq, 189~t" tbey. were, 
to a considerable extent, removed from 'the ,Cc;)1\

trol PI village committees and pl;Lced 'ul\der', the 
immediate direction of the magisterial oSicers of 
Government. 
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18. In describing the present state of the village 
police in the diiferent provinces, i~ is convenient to go 
back for a moment to the brief ·?description of the 
ancij:nt village watch with which this chapter began. 
It will be seen from that description that the village 
community had principally three organs of police 
administration, namely, the headman, the watchman, 
and the general body of villagers. Aroun'd these three 
factors may also be gathered the leading featur.es of the 
present system. To take first the headman, he is still 
the head of the police in his village in almost every 
province except Bt:ngal, or the greater part of Bengal. 
On the whole, his position may be described as that of 
an intermediary between the village police and the 
village community on the one hand, and the District 
Administration on the other, any interference by the 
regular police in the internal affairs of the village being, 
as a rule, steadily discountenanced. It is to him that the 
watchmen make their reports, and reports to the 
regular constabulary are usually made by him. The 
Criminal Procedure Code lays on him, in the first 
instance, the duty of reporting to the magistrate or the 
police such matters as the whereabouts of notorious 
thieves, the commlssion of serious oifences in the 
village, the occurrence of unnatural deaths, etc. It 
also empowers the District Magistrate, where there are 
no headmen, to appoint them specifically for the 
purpose of this section.I The first report of an 
oifence committed in a village which the headman 
forwards to a magistrate is often of great importance in 
the judicial inquiry which arises over the oifence. 
Variations between the headman's story and subsequent 
accmmts are a usual form of assistance to defence 
counsel. Almost invariably the headman combin~ 
revenue with police duties. The justification of the 
system has been stated to be the increased knowledge 
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of the village, which comes of doing revenue duties, 
the prestige aod influence he thereby commands in the 
village, and the manifest economy 'of employil)g one 
officer for this double function. The arrangetnent 
is in accordance with the well-known views df Sir 
T. Munro. It is urged, on the other hand, that ~is 
makes him too much a tool of the Revenue Depatt
ment,.and that oftentimes his other duties take up so 
much of his attention as to leave him little time for 
police work. While his position is of greater conse
quence in Madras, Bombay, and Burma than in any 
other province, it mlly be said 00 the . whole that there 
is a general resemblance in most provinces. On the 
general character of the village headman as an"6fficer of 
police, the following words from a Resolution of the 
United Provinces Government in 1910 are instructive. I 

•• The village headman is for the most part what the 
district officer makes him, and the success or failure of 
the system lies in the hauds of thoSe who administer it. 
At the best, the village headman can be a most useful 
connecting link between the police and the people, who 
can give assistance to the former and smooth the path 
of the latter. He can increase the efficiency and the 
honesty of police work in villages, can mitigate popular 
prejudice, and remove misunderstandings. But at the 
worst, he will be the jackal of the least scrupulous 
members of the force." 

19. In Madras the position of the village police was 
formally settled by a Regulation of 18 I 6,2 passed on 
the recommendation of a Commission of which Sir 
Thomas Munro was a member. Its effect was to place 
the village watchmen under the control of the Revenue 
and Magisterial Officers, but to recogniz.e the head
man as the local authority. A subsequent Act passed 
in 1859. to organize the present regular police, left the 
village watch in the same position as before, and with 

1 Umte4 PrQIrJUJctl P"/lte Report, 19[0, Orden of Government. 
2 Reg. ",. of ,8,6. 
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a few secondary changes, the Regulation of I 8 16 has 
continued to this day. The police d,uties of the head
man are set out in detail in the Madras Village Officers' 
Manual. Briefly, he "must maintain law and order 
in his village"applying for assistance to higher authori
ties if,necessary, and reporting to them the occurrence 
of crimes and the movements of criminal gangs."! An 
important change in the responsibility of village .head
men as police officers has taken place in MadJ:as, as in 
some other provinces, within recent years by the aboli
tion of what was known as the Vtllage Beat System. 
This was an arrangement by which constables of the 
regular police used to be told off to watch village areas 
in addition to the old village police. Its abolition has 
practically left the headman as the undisputed head of 
the' police within his jurisdiction. An increased sense 
of responsibility is hoped for in consequence, and to a 
certain extent has in fact been shown. An examination 
of the official reports points to three defects as regards 
the general character of headmen as police func
tionaries: (I) their illiteracy; (2) their tendency to be 
mixed up in local quarrels; and (3) their occasional 
alliance with. criminal tribes-an analysis which will be 
found to apply to other provinces besides Madras. 

20. In Bombay the village police were placed for 
the first time under the District Magistrate in 1852. 
The change was declared to have worked satisfactorily, 
and the Village Police Act of 1867, which still regu
lates the organization of the village police, confirmed 
the change and formulated the duties of the officers 
concerned. The head of the police in the village is an 
officer called the police patel, who very often combines 
the office with the duty of revenue collection. He is 
often, in fact, the village headman in another guise. 
His duties correspond in the main to the police duties 
of the headman in Madras. Besides the supervision of 
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the village police and the fuaintenance of order, he is 
"to furnish the magistrate of the district with any 
returns or information called for, and to keep him 
constantly informed as to the state of crime and all 
matters connected with the village police and the 'health 
and general condition of the communhy in his vilJfl.ge." I 
Certain improvements were effected in his position on 
the recomm'endation of the Police Commission of 
1902-3~ They have been summarized as follows: 
(a) Greater suhordination of the village servants to 
the patel; (b) instruction to magistrates that they 
should refer to thl! palels any people who come to them 
with complaints of petty hurt and abuse; (c) investing 
selected patels with special powers to try petty cases on 
the spot.' The position in Sind, which forms part of 
the Bombay Presidency, is that there is nothing there 
which may be properly called a village police, and the 
duties which elsewhere are performed by headmen are 
done by local landowners, "most of whom loyally gi ve 
the assistance of their great influence to the police in 
all criminal cases." The attempt to create an official 
class of headmen has not materialized (19 I 2) owing to 
the unwillingness of landowners to be enrolled as paid 
Government servants and to the possibility of discon
tent among them where one man is singled out in an 
area comprising numerous influential men.3 The head
men in Burma, who are a cn:ation of Government, have 
important police duties, which are set out in detail in 
the Burma Village Act.4 

21. In the landlord villages of Upper India, the 
duties of the headman are discharged by one of the 
landlords specially selected. Taking first the U~ted 
Provinces, the landlords shared among them for a 
long time the responsibilities of village police. These 

1 ~01llbay Admtf/fsirauon Rrporr, J 9 11-11, pp. :.8-9. 
:II Bomnay PIJi"t Report, 19'0, pp. %o-l, 

3 Bom.b4y Adtni"utrQtron RqDr't, [911-11, p. ]0 • 
• Act. vi. of 1907, .ca. 7 and 8. 
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responsibilities, which had been enforced by regulation 
till 1862, were from that year enforced under the 
Crimil1al Procedure Code (sec. 45). -, This provision, as 
will be remembered, authorized District Magistrates to 
appoint headmen for the purpose of reporting crime, 
where, the village itself did not provide for it. Rules 
were issued under this section in 1895 with the object 
of setting up the lambardar, who is merely a €epre
sentative of the landlords for revenue dealings with 
Government, as headman for the purpose of the 
Criminal Procedure Code. If he was not a resident 
in the village, some other influential landlord was 
appointed. The headmen thus chosen, who are called 
mukhiyas, have no police duties apart from the Pro
cedure Code, which amount practically to commu
nicating information on specific topics, and to little 
more. In the Punjab the lambardar has the primary 
responsibility not merely for communicating informa
tion, but for maintaining the peace of the village. 
In some villages there are more than one of these 
representative landlords, in which case one of them is 
selected as chief (ala-Iambardar). These men are 
under the control of an officer in charge of a group 
of villages, caIled a zaildar or inamdar. In the Central 
Provinces, of which the greater part consists of land
lord villages, the lambardar is, as a rule, constituted 

. headman (mukaddam) for the general administration of 
the village, and his du~ies are defined by the Land 
Revenue Act. He is responsible" for reporting crime 
and for assisting the police." In villages of small 
holders (ryotwari) the village patel is in charge of the 
police, and discharges in respect of it the same duties 
as the headman of a landlord village. 

'2.'2.. The position of the village watchman is less 
complex than that of the headman, and is more easily 
described. His functions extend "to the arrest of 
offenders, general aid to the police, the maintenance of 
a watch over bad characters and suspicious persons, lIld 
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the general supply of loc:al information." J Sir Murray 
Hamll\ick, when he was Inspector-General of Police in 
Madras, summari~ed the duties of the watch~an as 
follows: (I) Patrol of the village; (2) surveillance 
of strangers; (3) execution of criminal processc:s; and 
(4) the carrying of information to police st~tions.2 
The. methods of remunerating village watchmen faU 
into two classes applicable, in widely varying propor: 
tions, tG most provinces-either by assignments of land 
and grain-fees, or by monthly salaries in cash. In 
Bombay and the Central Provinces the old custom of 
land assignment and grain-fees prevails almost exclu
sively. The money required in the case of the salary 
system is largely raised by means of a local cess, to 
which sometimes non-agriculturists also have to con
tribute. The Police Commission of 1902-3 seemed 
on the whole to favour the first form of remuneration. 
in their opinion the advantages of the system are 
these: In the case of an assignment of land, the 
watchman is provided with occupation for his spare 
time and for his family, and reaps what may be called 
the moral benefits of an agricultural life. Grain-fees 
keep the watchman in communication with the agri
culturists, and give him a sense of obligation to them. 
In making the appointments, hereditary claims are 
always respected, but the appointments themselves are, 
as a rule, made by the magistrate on the nomination of 
headmen and landowners. In SQme parts of the country 
there are no rural policemen who may be properly so 
called. In the Central Provinces, for example, the 
watchmen are in the position almost entirely of the 
headman's personal servants, and all of them may be 
summoned by him for police duties, and anyone of 
them may be called in to help in any village duty; II) 
Burma the only kind of functionaries who may be 
called rural policemen are what are called the "tell-

1 1",pet7JJ1 GIl!JIllU, of l"du,. Yo1. iv, ch. 1 S, p. 39-
• ~l4rnunt ~ PHlel C"",.it:N q Di,"itl PQliu in M4dra, I9QI, ,cc. z, para. 153. 
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house men" in Lower Burma. 1 and the agents of out
lying hamlets in Upper Burma.2 In Assam there are 
rural policemen appointed on the ~ngal model in the 
Surma Valley and in Goalpara. In Sind what cor
responds to a village police is the class of trackers 
knowll as pagis, who are skillful in tracing stolen 
animals by their footprints. They were a necessary 
appendage in an unsettled time to an agric·ulturaL com
munity with a scattered population. Sir Bartle Frere, 
in a memorandum on the Sind police in 1859, said of 
them: "I have known some of the more experienced 
ones make a very good livelihood, equal to ten or 
twelve rupees per mensem. It is esteemed an honourable 
prof~sion, and in disputes the word of an experienced 
tracker is often regarded as decisive; I have known 
robbers appeal to it, and admit their guilt at once and 
show where the stolen property was concealed, if the 
tracker's fiat were against th t:: m." 3 Originally their 
employment was casual, but now some of them receive 
regular employment in lalukas and villages at the rate 
of Rs. 10 and Rs. 5 per mensem.4 

23. The policy with regard to village watchmen is 
as strongly as ever against placing them in direct 
subordination to the regular police:. Their responsi
bility is to the magistrate and the Revenue Department 
through the village local authorities. W hiJst this 
arrangement has ce:rtainly its own (aults, it must be 
recogniz.ed that it is prefenble to the other system 
of making them a part of the regular constabu'lary. 
The Revenue Officials, though subject necessarily to the 
routine of the Department, are yet interested in the 
preservation of the village as the administrative unit, 
and ~ere is Jess danger under them than under the 
Police Department of the functionaries of the' village 
being absorbed into a centraliz.ed administration. At 

I ~".-x-u"g.. , 2 rwa-Ktlu"gr. 
~ M,.""adM", _,., Si,J Poi,u, H. B. E. FTere~ 1859. 
• B.b.] Arhru.inrPio" RIpon, 1911-lI, p. 30. 
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the .me'time it is recognized to be a prime· necessity 
that though not su~ordinate to the regular police, they 
must giv~ them every possible co-operation, and it is 
an 'object of care on the part of those responsible that 
this relation of co-operation betw~n the two arms 
of the police is sustained and promoted. One of 
the stronge~t advocates of the present system was 
Sir Murray Hammick as Inspector-General of Police 
in Madras, and to his influence is largely due the 
strong stand which that Government have since taken 
in the preservation of village institutions. It is in
teresting, however, to note two little changes in recent 
years which appear, somewhat unconsciously, to go 
against this idea. The first is the providing of village 
watchmen in increasing numbers with official badges 
and staves to signify their authority. This is to give 
them an appearance of aloofness from the village, and 
to present them as less of a natural organ of the village 
community. Another change is an occasional instance 
of what are known as talayari.r' meetings, which means 
the gathering of watchmen in a particular group of 
villages to meet the Government Sub-Inspector of 
Police and receive instructions from him. Fortunately 
the practice is being discountenanced. I 

24. Coming to the action of the village community 
as a whole, the first thing to note is that the ancient 
joint responsibility of villages for crime: occurring in 
their areas is still enforced, though rarely, in provinces 
such as Burma, the Punjab and Sind by the levy of a 
fine on the whole village, which is cdllected usually as 
if it were a revenue demand. It is customary also on 
occasions to offer a reward to a whole village in the 
form of, a money present or of a remission of reyenue 
if good work has been done in preventing or discovering 
crime.2 There is provision in many provinces requiring 
the inhabitants of villages to give assistance to villagers 

r M.J,IUPoli" Rrpqrt, 191%-13, Ordn.ol Goytrnment . 
• PM)")' PIl", 7,.""-', 19"6, Orden of GO'mllnent, pari, 7. 
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in resisting robberies or similar aggression. Another 
way in which the community takes part in police work 
is by . the institution of panchaYl1lI for furnishing 
information to the regular police regarding the existence 
of bad characters. in the village. 1 There is, on the 
other hand, in parts of the Punjab a strong organized 
combination in villages against giving evidence to the 
police. The combination is cemented by each member 
taking an oath to uphold it at whatever COllt, called 
"Dlta Khair." 2 Apart from these more or less normal 
modes of proceeding, the village communities make 
special organized. efforts, when a grave necessity arises, 
for joint police action. A few of the more conspicuous 
instances of such common action may be noticed. 

25. One of the most noteworthy of such instances is 
what is known as the 1'i/cri Chaukidari system in the 
Amritsar district in the Punjab. It was employed with 
satisfactory results in 1897, during a period of excep
tional outbursts of robbery. The Punjab Police 
Report for 1898 3 contains a good account of the 
system, which may' be quoted in full . "It is an 
arrangement under which all the villagers voluntarily 
undertake, in turn, to guard the entrances of the village 
at night. The method of selection for the duty is that 
two gharras. or large earthen vessels, ordinarily used for 
carrying water, are sunk in the ground in the place of 
the village common resort, tbe pafwar-l(harto, or the 
d/tar-msa/a, the neck and mouths of the gharras are left 
lloove ground-level, and are fastened with' a lid secured 
by a Jock. The names of all the male inhabitants of 
the village, irrespective of caste or position, and who 
are between certain stated ages, are written on scraps of 
paper-whence the name Ji/cri; these are folded, and all 
the names are then dropped into one of the receptacles, 
the whole llre well stirred up. A number of stout 
cudgels, called la/his or dang.s, are provided, which cor-, 

I MtuirtU Pol,,,_ f?~'I. (911-13. pari. B . 
• P",.jd PIII""".,.,.t, 1907, para. 7. I P .... aI. 
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respond in number with the number of watchmen that 
the village community has decided shall be nightly on 
duty: these cudgels are the batons of office. Daily the 
village elders and such persons interested as care to 
attend meet at the place where the. name receptacles 
are, the lock is opened, papers to the number of 
watchmen for duty on the approaching night are drawn 
at hazard, ana the cudgels of office are then despatched 
to the persons' whose names have been drawn, and 
it becomes the duty of each one to undertake in person 
watch on the night. The names after having been 
drawn are dropped into the second receptable, and 
those who have done a night's watch are no more liable 
until all have had their turn, when the business 
commences over again." The system has more recently 
declined almost into abeyance, partly because the 
necessity for it has become less pressing. There have 
been proposals to revive it by placing it on a legal 
basis. If the proposals were carried out, it would be 
interesting to know whether the improvement expected 
has really been brought about by compulsion. The 
question looks rather like Conscription against Volun
taryism ; and in the absence of reliable information as 
to what the village Tories and Radicals of Amritsar, in 
moments of fierce party war, are apt to say on this 
question in the blazing purlieus of the village parlia
ment, we must be content to quote the following from 
the sober report of an officer of the Civil Service.' 
"The effect of the Tikri Chaukidari system in 
Amritsar seems to be waning. It is natural that when 
people discover that there is no legal punishment for 
neglect, they should become ne~ligent. I see· no 
reason why we should not enforce village responsibility 
for:: the prevention of crime by legalizing the system. 
The crux of the whole matter is probably the decision 
Qf who are and who are not liable to be put on the 

• Sir J. M. Doui .. P ... id PDIi" ~.,.,." II?" pan aI. 
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roster. The work of watch and ward is the proper 
task of the young unmarried men. Having regard to 
the conditions of village life, I do not think we can 
expect much service of this sort from married men, at 
least of the lando;wning classes." 1 

26.. Two other cases may be noted. A system 
adopted for organiz.ed resistance of robbers in a Central 
Provinces district in 1883. at the instance. of a 
magistrate, was thus described by him. " I. had lists 
prepared of all able-bodied men in every village, and 
ordered that, on the approach of dacoits, an alarm 
should be sounded, whereupon all whose names 
appeared in these lists were to coll(-"t at some previously 
arranged place with all available arms, and to combine 
in the defence of the village, instead of flying in every 
direction, as they usually did. . . . In addition to this, 
red paper discs were issued to the Mukaddam (headman) 
of every village, with instructions that on the receipt of 
information as to the movemellts of the dacoits, that 
information should be at once forwarded, written on 
the backs of these discs, to all the surrounding villages, 
who were to pass the information on promptly, at the 
same time turning out en masse over the whole of their 
respective village areas, to watch for any further move
ments on the part of the dacoits. This method of 
spreading information is one welJ known and under
stood in the country." 2 A somewhat similar system 
was employed in Bombay in 1899, during a time of 
prolonged agricultural scarcity. The village police and 
Mltls, with as many able-bodied, willing villagers as 
they could get were encouraged to pass the nights, 
particularly during the dark half of the month, in the 
village chavadis (meeting-house) with a supply of slings, 
stones, and sticks hand y, the men mor~ or less on the alert, 

1 A ,,'ert::Un resemblance may perhapa ~ traced between the T,kri CIIIJldllu,.i 
'Y'tem and the liability Df citizens to 8I;Tve a •• pec:iaJ constable. ID En&land lt1 I. 
time of emergency . 
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