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under th» Pallava Ezrly Chola, La‘tu: Impsrial.Chola and
Vijayanagora émpir~s which at one *im< or.anothfr included
modarn Tamilnadu, Karnatska, Andhra Pradesh and Kerala).
pos~ *h’.contrast to. pr:-sant day panchayat institutionko

rcl+ in irrigation.

Ixriqation Magn aggmﬂng by Villags Assembliﬂs in Qgciont

'Local autohdmy Was:a charact»ristic feature in

'Mmdleval Tamil country as well ac contnnporary kingdoms

in Mysora. Most of *he svidence r-lazting to %h» subjocts

of village govarnment and irrigation rela‘e to the span of
six canturies from the 11th tn_iéth,century,'which period _
saw th» pise 2xpansion of,tho major'kingdoms in the Sooth -
the Imp2rial Cholas and thuAvijayanarar Empirs, The foxmor
haold away for .a considerabl? pariod of %Lim2 - 460 y2ars -
Whilo the kings of.tho latt~x Empir» iuled for about 200'years.
A widely recognisad distinctive foaturs of mediaval South
Indian statws was the primary of various kinds of assemblies
in th govornance of *h+ numerous localis«d societi:s of
which;contamporary South Inﬁig consistad.17 Ths villeg»s-
of thuat parioc ware "to a Qraat extnt sélf governing,
the forms of democracy which operat . d ‘n thm w=ro_
parhaps mor? vitcl than those which hav? bean so laboriously

impos2d on Incdia in modarn times".18

While most of th» infommation zvailzbla zalatss-
4o ths Chola p2riod, *h=2 baginning of the systwm of th»

villag» governmﬁnf that az2 seen in full swing ~under the
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chol:g can be tr2cad %o on. .2arlier age.19 'The Pandye
and Pallave inscriptions of the 2ight and early

with centuri s show a similar -systom though quite
ko) oevﬁlorﬂd in op*r'tion th;oughout the Tamil
Count"y.‘o The 0yetem of local self govarnment which
becam® perfactad during the roign of the Imparial
Cholas was distinguished by the prasence and
functioning of village assamblizs on ﬁ§ggna§"
comprising the adult malas of 2ach viliage. The
Sabhas war? mostly assocliatad with villages which
had ba;n grantad to Brahmins - Brahmadeya village. Thase
‘4§3§Qg§ or Brahmid:éésemblias.played a very important
zole in the administretion of tha country.>r It had
saveral commit tﬁes for the various purposes of village
administration. The Majority of th2a> villagas~were,
howevzr, not Brahmadﬂya.22 Tha inhzbitants of these
non-Brahmadaya villageé w2re not Brahminé. But aven
hors, villoga assemblios callad ur were uggally
~ found functioning. According io Burten steinm
¢h3 sgbha  or Brchmin ¢ss~mbly took raspons2 bility
for the dacisions to allocateuagraripn .reseurﬁés to
variocus s2cuirsmonts of tho hundrads of brahmad:yas..
or agrahanams of tha rogion from ninth to th:
feurtaanth century. |

Thé‘g; function2d ih'savaiai placas
alongside of th2 sabha according as th? businoiss
on hand required. On the other hand, th2 Ur

: 2
was the only assamhly in othar places. 4
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- Wnile tha sabhas and th~ Yrs were the

orgzns .of gcvernmant at tho village level, thaio

alse functianed "Magaroms® and Nadus; a Nagarom

was a brimary assembly of Merchants which was
organised us one of the local assemblies in important
trade centres and was th2 only assembly in places
where the Mercantile interests overshadowed the rest?5
It was pot. so much in avidance as th? sabha and_y;
but had much in common with~fhem'in their status and
funCtions%Q.. Nadus wara territorialvdivisions.27
lange® in sccpe, consisting of groups of villaggs.

In (2ach Nadu, thére was an- assembly which was. also
called Nedu. . Nadus wara equally widcly pravalant 4n
the Tamil Country and p>rfcmmed important dutias
particulaily in r;gard to ;and revenu? administration.
Thay had‘e.cbrﬁorata cheract?r. Morxe than‘506 of
these locsl territordes are nemed in and can bo
locatad from th2 Cnola inscriptions up to thz 13th
Céntu£§2? | |

Karnataka on Ksnanase country was no
queption'to'tﬁe prﬂéénce of daecaniralisad solf
gov?rning institutions. From thi 2nd to ths 1lth
cantyry A.D., Gabgeyedi I the aros rulad over by the
Gengas was diyided!into-Nadus, aach.COntaihing a

29+ The territory under th»

number of village
control of the Kadambas followed by the Pallavcs and
thoreaftar by th® Nolsmbas betwoen tha 8th and 10th

century A.D. continuad tha sam> system of acministration .
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in which territorial divisions cf largep size were
called Nadus, each containing a specific number of
villagers. The villagers were Mahajanas who apparsntly
enjoyed largar powsrs of administration.so When the
Cholas overthrew the Gangas by 1004 A.D., over the next
c¢3ntury they introduced a more laborat9 system of
administration characterised by territorial divisions
such as Mandaiame,.valanadus or districts, Nadus-

on talyks, and villages variously called Us,

gramas, purnads manga1a§ atc.. The same‘system-of
govarning by decentralised assemblies wsuch as district
asuembly, assembly of'mambars of Commexceo, ‘village
assembly and various committass axistad in Ghole-ruled
Kamnatake territory.

From his study of ovidence regarding the
axistence and functions of village govornment

. - 31
in the Vijayanagaxr Empir?, A.V.Venkatarathnam

- reports that the'antonomous,Vil;ageVcommunit;ea‘Which
flourishad dur@ng the chola and chalukyannopdchs

did not totally diséppéar und>r th2 Vijayanagar
Empére in épite of 2 strong contralisad govarnment,
The VijaYanagar.Monarchs_did not introducs measwras
by which the_powefs of tha locul bodiss weuld lapse
to the Central Gpvernmentse.,Further'these_village
assemblies wore found to exist even undar latar
Musiin Rulers,>>

zzigation.. ent by Village Assamblios

"An eppreisal of the inscrintious walating %o

madieval south Indla, as oo™ U o) <.l



Yeve 2l verious functions ralct*ng to irrigetion

eXFreisgc By *he village a2ssemblius which indngte

the fallowing kind of powess, functions thet they

PCcS39§Sed oveX irrigations:

1)
2)

3)

4)
2

6)

7)
8)
9)

I.

Ovwnurship cf Water r&snurces.

Powsrs to arrchge for ccnstruction, repeirs
:and maintenance of tenks.

Powers r¢g~rding land tronsactions rel,ttng
to»irrigation.

Managemznt of water supply.

 Lgiy and dcllgction of cgss for irrigation,
péw;rs tc assign. cgss.

POWsré-to sNgzgy ond remunsrate local
functionaxies. |
Mgintenanc.}of R.coxds.

Disput. settlamné.

Relationship with Central Govermment.

 Owngrship of Watgr Rysqurces

That ville ge bodi:s ¢xsrcissd full conirol

oveT their firrigsticn Sources can be deducéd from

various trwnsacticns entc 19d into by thgm. { s06
Teble II). TheSQ trsnsactions include :

e)
b)
c)

Purchasing water fiom other villags bodias;
Sglling a tank;'
In easas whaxa wholusale rgclamation of londs

“nd :acons*ruCtions of tanks WaXs invclved,

. sale of the tank system in its in.ggzity»- Tege
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ayacuts, tonk, bund, %ank beds, foreshore of
Ttank, channel and channel head; in some cases,
the forsshore catchment, usually drylands
were -also sold/and other village bodles

purchased tank systems).

d) sale of fractional shares in tank water,

¢) sale of share of fisheries.

f) sale of right %o takt a proportionate customary
supply of water along with paz¢els of land sold.

g) ¢reating irrigation_rights afresh, when lands
werTe sold with no sour¢e of irrigation, vendees
wereAptrmitied‘by the {erm§ bf the sale to
excavate channels on diverting water from

Tivers, .

II. Censtruction Re¢pailr and Mainie¢nance cf Tanks

SS;‘«; Tzble IID),

The ‘construction of tanks in the middle ages

by private ‘individuals waSacthidercd as-act of

great spiritual merit. Therefore we fiﬁd mdst of the
evidence referring to indivi@ual grants made.fqr
construction of tanks. It was also considcfsd a part
of the duty of the staté tc undertake such works. Fven
kings built tank;.for merii?‘The'advantage of this
Vglue attached to the construction of irrigation
works was that the person who built the tanks did

so in order to give it away - as an act of charity -
invariably té évbody of peoPle used fox puhlic good.

This necessitoted recelvess ~womling - JeLlzlflv.



Tespensibility over it. Sz ndly whilevthe wat er
resclizs e Was sought o be fuliy and beneficially
utilised, it c¢id not assume¢ the chargcter of a

commodity for sale by the stale for profit, that

We Sce under a later colonial administration.

Construction of Tanks wzs bys

a) Igdividuals;
b) Kings;
c) Viliage_communitics jointly;
d) tcmpleé which:gavc'grénts to subhas to
‘ construct tanks;
¢ the State (i.c..Kingé) helped by granting
‘land as feward to the buildey or by’

rearission of taxes.

Maintehanc ¢ and Repairs.

Viilage assemblic¢s and ofher}lbcal bodi¢s
haa a wide ranging stratég& to deal with Maintenance
and rcpéir of tanks. The main objective was to create
funds for.tﬁc werk to be done. The cvidence is
.ovexr-whelmingly suppqrﬁivc of the fact that T¢SOUTCES
Were ra;scd locally. However, assistzn¢e from the
'antral Go?ernméﬁﬁlwas noi prkCIuded -~ royal gzants
weZe made. Prcvent1§h_of'damaée"Was also’ planned;
Mgnbers of the»gdchhing body we¢rce held accountable
for damagess

Sources of Funds were i~

a) Gift bf'land<—'which’was'common; the gift was

temmed evipat®l. coiZlo s L Lomrel o,

contd.,



b)

€)
f)

9)
h)

1)

k)

1)

Gift of lahd earmark ed. for specific pieces of
work in connection with the;tank;

cum of mohey pald-to.village éssambly for the
purpose by individupls,

Pridownents crea®ed for tank by individuals,
temples, etc. |

Gift of gold which was also common;

Gift of paddy.

Village asSemblies administered the
endownents; they also, in recognition of

gifts, exempted donors from certain taxes.

Levy of grein annually, ‘on land by: village
assemblies on tahk sup.cxrvision committees;
sale of land by village.assanbly to create
fund for tank;

selling the right of. collecting the levy 'to
individuals who lafq: gave it oVer tc the
assemblies for a compinSa.lon or commission,
levying fines for v;olation of other v’llage
regulations and crediting them to Lh( tank
fund;

- Land of aefaultcrs of_ Tevenue tcmporgril ken

over for benefit of tank. for speciﬂic p:riods,
and sold if defaulters did not pay within
stipulated time; ‘

Income¢ realised by the lease of the right of
fishing in the tank - 17 - s’ ep

minpei o,

Crnita
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The actusl repalr os maintenance work

orgenised by village assemblies were :-

- 1) utilising boats *o remove silt.

2) - Lubourers engaged tu carwy c¢arth out of tank
and depositfng on bund;

3) fishermen put in charxge of certain dutics
like watching ovex dam regulate flow of water,
.infom. vi:llage‘rs and temple of problems e¢tc.
collebtion of canal tax anc fishing tax;

4) Payments made by assembly to buffaloman of
tank cart; paymentis for oil, wteel greasa
CTOWoAF pickaxv etc._

5) organising labour contr*bution from *yots.

Prgvgntign of §m§gﬁ_
An 1mportant inacrzption of 1202 A De reveals

that the m(mbers of the gov:rning boay made themselves
accountable for any damage done co water scurces
"because of'any‘fundS'or-querrels,among thém.

(see Table III for details).

III._Vﬁuw , blies Regardin
Lgnd Trgnsgctigns rg{gﬂ}ng to Irrigg 1on
(See Table IV),

Powrts to efiter intb transaCtions’félating'
to land by 1oca1 bodigs COnstituted thc mosf | i
‘significant of powers nccessary for the prouwct*on
and developnent of irrxgation s°urces. It is this legal
pOW¢r that was surrcndered to the Br tjsh Colon al

~ 7
> Ta



government, which loss has rot been Fecduped to this day,
A factor which facilitated the existente and exercise

of tnis power by village authori*ies was that the
village as a whole was responsible for paymmt of
stipulatec land revenue to the Central Covernment. .

This geve the local bocies the flexibility of remitting

taxes of individuals. -

The funcamehtal change effrcted by the British
land Tevenue adm:l.histration was to bring the
cultivetor into dirgc+ contract w*th 'l‘.ht‘ do\nrmmt
for the paymmt of land rcvenm, b{passing 1‘.hc village
administrative body. Village headmen and accoun‘l’an+s
wWeTe howeves coopted into th¢ 'govcmment' as
mem scrvants. (Today evm nimannas or Taliaris
are paid monthly salaries by~th< Tahsildars office).

rowers relating to land e¢xercl sed by local bodies

of medieval south India are -

1) . sclling failow common land of village to be
able to meke bunds or dig channels.to irrigate
cultiveble land;
2) Sétting apart village land for tank =nd making
‘ s:uch land tax free by themselves undertaking

to pay *the taxes and dues théréon;

3) sc¢tting apart part of t.heirr_i.getsd land for
public PHIPOS €5}

4) A _sell.i,ng' of land or ayacut. and‘ tank as part of
- reclamation efforts;

conitda



6)

7)
8)

9).

1v,
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$elling wasteland, covered with rubble and stone

and weeds to individuels to excavate tanks;

Sseiling bresched tanks in public auction for

.reclamation’and‘récohstructidn;":
| selling 1lzand of defaulters of revenue;

.selling tznks and ayzcuts slong with catchment

arce: of -any lznds, %rees and fisheries and water.

Granting .lond to persons who repaired tanks;

Mangaement of Woter Supply (Table ~V)

Arrangements for the management of water Supply

was another impdrtant funé¢tion of locil bodies,

some illustrations of functions Which suggest these

menagdericl powers ore -

a)

b),

c)

d)

e

£f)

Arranging.for the distributionlofvwgtgr
bctwecn_villagérs ~nd temple (which'héd borne the
cost of tank reconstruction) in ratio of %heir
holdingé;

Preseribing method: of -supply =nd cistribution of
watci‘as.part‘ofithe sélg of land by‘1oea1 bpdy;
Prescribing rules prohibiting use qf.water in
spgcific circumstances_by}gggcific persons.
Presc;ibing.fulpsvfor thézgtonomical use of
Watér'by cultivators;

Prcscfibing rules for cdistribution among
cultivators; ‘

selling water-in temms of hours of drawel, or

by the use of éycle of turns (Vettam) or order in

turns (Murzi).
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) Describing lan¥s as entitled to irrigaticn from

specific channels;

Ve Levy-and Collectinn of Cess by village
assemblics (Table V ) e

This was a function widely prevalent -

a) Where there were no ¢ndowmentis created
specifically for annual r¢p§irs, a special
Cess called triypam.was collected from ryots
according to specified rates.

b) setting apart certain incomes derived £ rom

other c¢sses or levies as eriayam.

c) The tank supervision committee wés éhpowcréd

to collect a regular Cess;

d) | Assigniing right of cbllecting paddy at specified
rate from cultivators to individuais in retuzn
for lump sum payment of cash for’iftidation
‘works;

The bowers of Taxation by Village aésemplies

for local purposes - taxing, grantingfexcmptions

from taxes and dues, as well aé éssignmgnt of dues -

without any reference to. the King's government and in the

exercise of thelr own powers was quite commonly
exercised. Besides, these assignments and remissions

of taxes and dues, the.village: assemblies beceme

Tesponsible for another class of tax remission, This

latter type helped the assemblies reise large smounts:-

contd.
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icee, in 1iguof a lump ‘suim-payment made;in’ad&ange
to i1, the assmbly undertook to pay all Aues: tb.the
.loc‘,l and ¢ entral governments. on. particular plots of
land for all time. Tha lump sum in these instanc ¢S
was the capitalised value of the annual dues
chargeable to the lan’d and was gensrally called

prai dravyem oi‘ :lrai—kéval.. Such advanc ¢ payment

in a lump sum of future taxgs was due to two general
causes. First perSOns who encowed charities for
setting apart land often desired to secure for such
land freedom from all dues end ;mbqr_ts, and. the
cémmdn way’qf doing "l:hiis ‘Was- to-_ pay their capitalised
value to the assembly of the'. village where the land
was located making them rcqunsible for all, future
payments. Se¢m ndly, the assemblies on their own
initiative often raised hjoney in ﬁhis manner for
immediate capital ¢xp enditure for public purpo'svcs

which could not be¢ financ o;i oth(‘»rWiSQ.sq'.

vi, Di.sgutg Settlenent (Table VII),

- The rule was that disputes were settled
locally, the €XC eption being that royal offic ers
were s_ometrimcs invited %o settle disputes.Whether
the disputes -occurred be tween cultivators or between
two or more villages or between the village and the
temple .th'e‘l'thcj settled ‘by'th.e leadingmen Qf the
village,' thc;’Uré,i or by arbitrators, whose opinion
was gcnerally acc epted. Punishments ox ccmpeneations were
decj.d«! or organised local.s.y. Disputes W(re also v
attempted to be avoided by GlLgo T oanyvie hlon Tedeis 3ing

drrigation rights .f dnvo: .. ~Loivion
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V11, - Reletionship of Loczl Bodies with the
Ceniral Government,

Th¢ Central Government was in ¢vidence
comparitively to & lesser extent in the matter
of management of ixrigatinn, thcugh it was by noc means

¢ntirely absent.

2) Kings would construct tanks or cther
irrigation works; |

b} Thcy would give grants of land as rewerd to
individuals whé‘built tanks;ﬁ&*

c) They wculd create éndowmcnts in fawur cf
tenples to have fanksvconstruct@d or maintained.

d) They would force by royal orders, Hesalcttrant
villagexrs ¢o pay the local cesses towards the
fank fund;

€ They would provide money or grant land to
don¢es with a conditinn %that %he donee
.should éct apart a2 sum forxr upkeep of a pond
oxr tank.

f) ‘Royal officers would intervene in village
disputes on the invitation of the local
assenbly.

Thué the Central Government played a
supportive role rather than a proprleto*y Tol ¢e
- /prerogative,

It was local bodies which exercised thatﬁ;itemalzi

hqadreds of inscriptions €mm the middle ages in

south India testify to the wide spiead (both'in spac ¢

and time¢) involvement »f
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monadenent invoiving e wide spectruns of functions.
The evidence proves conclusively that village bodies
exercised .pioprie\torship over theltr water sources,
The io?:al peop.le possessed all the ri(c éssary skills
for the purpose.

However, fiom the 19th century, the scenario
changed radically under colonial rule; this system
was e¢roded slowely but surely over the next

hundred and fifty years.

Since¢ Independence in spite of the efforts
at establishing panchayat raj, this process

has not been reversed. -

 CHAPTER - III

Developments under British Colonisl Administration

Madras Presid ¢ncy:
When the East India Company took over the

.administration of the Madras Province in the Middle of
the elghteenth Century, their main anxiety was to make
sure oY land ic:v;‘nués by establishing accountablility for
various descendgnes @ and representatives of old rulers
as well as ~2amindars and rcnt famers through whom the
Muslim rulers had bun colle¢ctingland revenuee For the
first half of~the 19th Ccntury, various proposals for land
-cvmue administration wWere exp&rimcnted in Madras Province
by trial and errar., This resulted in instabIlity of

tenure and cultivation38 d\jring which +ime, drrigation

contde





