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Abstract 

Village administration in ancient India formed the foundation of political, social, and economic organization. From the Vedic 

period to the Chola era, villages functioned as selfsufficient units, combining state oversight with strong local autonomy. The 

administrative structure centered on the village headman known as Grama-pati, Gramika, or Gavunda and the village council, 

represented by Sabha, Samiti, or Panchayat. These institutions managed revenue collection, land regulation, irrigation, law 

enforcement, dispute resolution, and social welfare, ensuring both efficiency and legitimacy at the grassroots level 

(Arthashastra, II.1; Manusmriti, VIII.9; Yajnavalkya Smriti, II.21). Evidence from inscriptions, such as the Uttaramerur 

records of the Cholas, demonstrates sophisticated systems of elections, committees, and participatory governance, 

underscoring the maturity of local selfgovernment. The Mauryan and Gupta periods further highlight the balance between 

centralized authority and decentralized village institutions, a theme noted by both indigenous sources and foreign observers 

like Megasthenes. By analyzing the structure, functions, and evolution of village administration through ancient texts and 

inscriptions alongside modern scholarship (Yerankar, 2004; Thapar, 2002; Stein, 1980; Kapoor, 2025) [3, 7, 8 ,10], this study 

establishes that villages were not passive administrative units but vibrant centers of governance. The findings illustrate how 

ancient India’s decentralized model ensured political stability, economic sustainability, and social cohesion, leaving a legacy 

that continues to influence contemporary notions of local self-government. 
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Introduction 

The village was the fundamental unit of administration, 
economy, and social life in ancient India. From the Vedic 
period to the Gupta era, villages functioned not only as 
centers of agricultural production but also as critical nodes 
of political, judicial, and social authority (Yerankar, 2004) 
[10]. The self-sufficiency of villages, coupled with organized 
governance structures and local participation, ensured social 
stability and efficient administration. Such decentralization 
allowed rulers to maintain control over vast territories 
without relying on an extensive bureaucratic system, 
reflecting the practical and adaptive nature of ancient Indian 
polity (Arthashastra, Kautilya, 4th century BCE; Kapoor, 
2025) [3]. Village administration was typically overseen by a 
headman, referred to as Grama-Pati, Gramika, or Gavunda, 
who acted as a liaison between the villagers and the central 
authority (Yerankar, 2018) [11]. The headman’sresponsibiliti
es included revenue collection, maintenance of law and 
order, land record management, and adjudication of disputes 
(Arthashastra, Book II). Such a system ensured that 
administrative functions were executed efficiently while 
incorporating the views of local residents, thereby fostering 
legitimacy and compliance (Yerankar, 2004 [10].  

In addition to the headman, the village council, known as 

Sabha, Samiti, or Panchayat, played a crucial role in 

governance. Comprising elders and respected members of 

the community, these councils performed legislative, 

judicial, and administrative duties at the village level 

(Manusmriti, Chapter VIII; Yajnavalkya Smriti, Chapter II). 

Decisions were taken collectively, often through discussion 

and consensus, reflecting a participatory ethos in 

governance (Kapoor, 2025) [3].  

This indicates that administration in villages was not purely 

 
 

Fig 1: Garm sabhaof ancient india 

 

hierarchical but consultative, allowing community engagem

ent and accountability. Studying village administration in 

ancient India helps trace the roots of local self-governance 

and understand the evolution of administrative systems that 

continue to influence modern India. During the Mauryan 

period, Kautilya’s Arthashastra emphasized a systematic 

approach, yet it acknowledged the vital role of village 

authorities in maintaining order, revenue collection, and 

dispute resolution (Arthashastra, Book III). Similarly, Chola 

inscriptions, such as those at Uthiramerur, provide detailed 

evidence of organized councils, election procedures, and 

administrative functions, highlighting the sophistication of 

local governance (Yerankar, 2004) [10].  

Thus, analyzing village administration reveals its integral 

role in political stability, social cohesion, and economic 

prosperity in ancient India. By exploring the structure, 
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functions, and evolution of villages, this study underscores 

the enduring relevance of decentralized governance 

(Manusmriti, Yajnavalkya Smriti, Arthashastra; Yerankar, 

2018; Kapoor, 2025) [3, 11].  

 

Structure of Village Administration  

The structure of village administration in ancient India was 

simple yet highly organized, reflecting a balance between 

state authority and community autonomy. The village was 

treated as the smallest administrative and revenue unit. 

According to Kautilya’s Arthashastra (Book II, Chapter 1), 

the king appointed certain officials to oversee rural 

administration, but daily management was largely entrusted 

to local leaders and councils. This dual mechanism of state 

oversight and village self-rule allowed smooth functioning 

even in vast empires such as the Mauryan or Gupta 

kingdoms (Yerankar, 2004).  

 
The Village Headman (Gramika / GramaPati / Gavund)  

The headman was the most important official in the village. 
He was known by different names in different regions and 
times: Gramika in the Mauryan period, Grama-Pati in the 
Smritis, and Gavunda in South Indian inscriptions 
(Yerankar, 2018) [11] . His office was often hereditary but 
required royal confirmation.  
The duties of the headman included:  
▪ Collecting land revenue and agricultural taxes on behalf 

of the state (Arthashastra, II.1).  
▪ Maintaining peace and order in the village.  
▪ Acting as a mediator in disputes.  
▪ Supervising irrigation and agricultural works.  
▪ Keeping records of land ownership and transfers 

(Yajnavalkya Smriti, II.159).  
 
Thus, the headman was both a representative of the king and 
a custodian of village welfare. His effectiveness was crucial 
for the stability of the state’s revenue system (Kapoor, 
2025) [3].  
 
Village Council (Sabha / Samiti / Panchayat)  

Alongside the headman, the village council played a vital 
role. The Rigveda mentions early forms of assemblies called 
Sabha and Samiti, which were forums for collective 
decisionmaking. By the later period, these evolved into 
more structured bodies known as Panchayats (councils of 
five) or larger assemblies of elders (Manusmriti, VIII.9; 
Yajnavalkya Smriti, II.21).  
 
The functions of these councils were:  

▪ Settling disputes among villagers.  
▪ Managing common resources such as pastures, ponds, 

and temples.  
▪ Organizing social and religious functions.  
▪ Ensuring justice and moral order at the local level.  
 
The decisions of councils carried great weight, as they 
reflected collective wisdom and local consensus. The 
famous Uthiramerur inscription from the Chola period (10th 
century CE) details procedures for electing council members 
through a system of drawing lots, showing the maturity of 
local self-government (Epigraphia Indica, Vol. II).  
 
Other Village Officials  

Besides the headman and council, several minor officials 

assisted in administration:  

▪ Accountants (Lekhapalas) who kept revenue and land 

records (Arthashastra, II.36).  

▪ Watchmen (Rakshakas) responsible for law and 

security.  

▪ Irrigation officers in regions dependent on tanks and 

canals, especially in South India (Yerankar, 2018) [11.  

 

These functionaries ensured smooth daily operations and 

reduced the burden on the headman.  

 

Functions of Village Administration  

The village administration in ancient India was not merely 

an organ of tax collection but a holistic system that 

addressed revenue, land management, justice, and social 

welfare. Both ancient texts such as the Arthashastra, 

Manusmriti, and Yajnavalkya Smriti, and inscriptions like 

those of the Cholas, provide evidence of how villages 

performed these functions in  

balanced manner (Yerankar, 2004; Kapoor, 2025) [3, 10].  

 

Revenue and Taxation  

The most important function of village administration was 

the collection of revenue, as agriculture formed the 

backbone of the Indian economy. According to Arthashastra 

(Book II, Chapter 15), the king’s wealth depended directly 

on agricultural prosperity. The village headman (Gramika) 

was responsible for collecting land tax (bhaga), which 

usually amounted to one-sixth of the produce. This tax was 

then deposited with higher state officials (Yerankar, 2018) 
[11].  

In addition to land revenue, villagers contributed through 

cesses on trade, fines, and special levies for irrigation or 

defense (Manusmriti, VII.130). The Arthashastra also 

prescribes that revenue collection should not burden 

peasants excessively, as ‘the root of wealth is agriculture 

‘(Arthashastra, II.1). This reflects a balanced fiscal policy 

where the state’s financial interests were tied to the welfare 

of cultivators.  

 

Land Management  

Land was the most crucial resource in villages, and its 

careful management was essential. The village 

administration maintained records of ownership, boundaries, 

and transfers. According to Yajnavalkya Smriti (II.159), 

boundary disputes were to be settled by village elders and 

neighbors who had knowledge of the land.  

The headman and council supervised irrigation, construction 

of wells, tanks, and embankments to ensure sustained 

agricultural productivity. In South India, inscriptions 

mention specific committees (like the Eri-variyam, or tank 

committee) that managed irrigation works in villages under 

the Cholas (Epigraphia Indica, Vol. II). This shows a strong 

institutional arrangement for resource management at the 

local level.  

 

Judicial and Law Enforcement  

The village also served as the primary center of justice for 

local disputes. Manusmriti (VIII.9) emphasizes that disputes 

should first be resolved at the village level before moving to 

higher courts. Similarly, Arthashastra (Book III) lays down 

detailed procedures for dealing with theft, boundary 

disputes, and property claims at the local level.  

The Panchayat or council acted as a judicial body, and 

punishments included fines or social sanctions. Watchmen 
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and guards appointed by the village administration ensured 

peace and order. This localized judicial system minimized 

the need for frequent royal intervention and strengthened 

social harmony (Yerankar, 2004) 10]. 3.4 Social Welfare and 

Community Services  

Village administration was equally responsible for welfare 

functions. These included:  

▪ Maintenance of roads, wells, tanks, and temples.  

▪ Providing relief during famines by using communal 

granaries (Arthashastra, II.15).  

▪ Supporting education by patronizing local teachers and 

schools (Gurukulas).  

▪ Organizing community festivals and religious 

functions, which reinforced social unity (Kapoor, 2025) 
[3].  

 

Such welfare activities were often carried out in 

collaboration with local guilds (shrenis) and religious 

institutions, showing how administration and society 

worked together.  

 

Military and Security Functions  

Although primarily peaceful units, villages had 

responsibilities for defense. Arthashastra (II.33) refers to 

organizing local militias for protecting boundaries. During 

invasions, villages supplied soldiers, provisions, and 

transport animals. Village watchmen (Rakshakas) ensured 

daily security within the settlement (Yerankar, 2018) [11].  

 

Evolution of Village Administration in Ancient India  

The institution of village administration in India evolved 

over centuries, shaped by socioeconomic needs, political 

authority, and cultural traditions. From the Vedic period to 

the Chola era, it underwent significant transformations 

while retaining its essential features of decentralization, 

self-sufficiency, and collective governance.  

 

Vedic and Later Vedic Period  

In the early Vedic period (c. 1500–1000 BCE), villages 

(grama) formed the basic unit of settlement. The Rigveda 

(X.62.11) mentions the gramani as the leader of the village, 

primarily responsible for defense and coordination in 

warfare. Over time, especially in the Later Vedic period, the 

role of the gramani expanded to include economic 

management, dispute resolution, and representation of the 

village in larger tribal assemblies (sabha and samiti) 

(Sharma, 1987) [6].  

The emphasis in this period was on kinship-based  

governance, where elders and community leaders shared 

administrative duties. Revenue obligations were minimal, as  

pastoralagricultural communities paid tributes largely in  

kind rather than structured taxation (Atharvaveda, XII.1.44).  

 

Mahajanapada and Mauryan Period  

With the rise of states and the establishment of the Mauryan 

Empire (4th–2nd century BCE), village administration 

became more systematized. The Arthashastra of Kautilya 

provides the most comprehensive account of this era. It 

describes the gramika (village headman) as the link between 

villagers and the state, responsible for tax collection, law 

enforcement, and maintaining village records (Arthashastra, 

II.1).  

Megasthenes, the Greek ambassador to Chandragupta 

Maurya’s court, also observed that Indian villages were 

largely self-sufficient, producing everything from food to 

tools, with limited dependence on external markets 

(McCrindle, 1885) [5]. The Mauryan administration 

emphasized irrigation and agricultural productivity, as seen 

in the appointment of sitradhyaksha (superintendent of 

agriculture). The state’s oversight increased, yet villages 

retained autonomy in local matters.  

 

Gupta Period  

During the Gupta age (4th–6th century CE), village 

administration witnessed a greater role of assemblies and 

corporate bodies. Inscriptions from this period (such as the 

Damodarpur copper plates) mention land grants made to 

Brahmanas, with local assemblies overseeing the 

management of gifted lands.  

The Guptas allowed village elders and assemblies (kulika 

and mahattaras) to handle disputes, regulate boundaries, and 

manage irrigation. Judicial references in the Narada Smriti 

(XIII.1– 20) highlight the recognition of local panchayats as 

legitimate judicial bodies. While the state retained 

sovereignty, it increasingly delegated responsibilities to 

local institutions, showing a balance between central 

authority and village autonomy (Thapar, 2002) [8].  

 

Post-Gupta and Chola Period  

The most remarkable development in village administration 

came under the Cholas (9th–13th century CE). Inscriptions 

from Uttaramerur (c. 920 CE) provide detailed accounts of 

how village assemblies (sabhas) functioned. Members were 

chosen through the kudavolai system (a form of lottery), 

ensuring fairness and representation. Committees 

(variyams) such as the Eri-variyam (tank management), 

Pandu-variyam (garden maintenance), and Dharmavariyam 

(temple service) performed specialized functions 

(Epigraphia Indica, Vol. II).  

 
 

Fig 2: Inscrition of parantaka chola referring to the regulation of contacting local election in the village 
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These assemblies exercised significant powers over 

taxation, land management, irrigation, and justice, while the 

central state acted more as a supervising authority than a 

direct controller. The Chola model demonstrates a high 

point of decentralized governance, where local 

selfgovernment flourished with remarkable institutional 

sophistication (Stein, 1980) [7].  

  

Conclusion  

The study of village administration in ancient India reveals 

that the village was not merely an economic unit of 

cultivation but also the backbone of governance, justice, and 

social cohesion.  

Ancient texts such as the Rigveda, Arthashastra, 

Manusmriti, and Yajnavalkya Smriti emphasize the central 

role of the village headman and councils in maintaining 

order, managing resources, and resolving disputes. 

Inscriptions from the Gupta and Chola periods, particularly 

the Uttaramerur records, highlight the maturity of local self-

governance through structured assemblies and election 

procedures. Throughout the Vedic, Mauryan, Gupta, and 

Chola periods, the pattern remains consistent: while kings 

and central authorities exercised sovereignty, villages 

retained autonomy in daily administration. This balance 

between centralized supervision and decentralized 

functioning ensured the stability of vast empires without 

requiring an excessively complex bureaucracy. The 

participatory ethos of councils and assemblies reflects an 

early form of democratic practice rooted in consensus, 

accountability, and collective responsibility. The evidence 

confirms that ancient Indian villages were self-sufficient, 

resilient, and adaptive institutions that integrated fiscal, 

judicial, and welfare responsibilities at the grassroots level. 

Their enduring relevance is seen in the continuity of 

traditions of local self-government, which resonate in 

modern institutions like the Panchayati Raj system. Thus, 

the history of village administration in ancient India not 

only provides insights into past governance but also offers 

valuable lessons for sustaining decentralized, community-

driven administration in contemporary times.  
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