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 Written sources as records of practices from the past 

 Material artifacts as products of computational work.

 The concrete and the abstract at school and at work

Different practices of Computation

 Medieval revenue accountant

 Early modern village revenue accounting

 Colonial revenue extraction

 Merchant accountant

 The student and the teacher





Land: 
 Pervasive and pertinent world of measure and calculation 

 Measuring Rod, 

 Matakku calculation

Folding measures, commensurate with demands of scaling under an empire

Empire as conquest within and of its own people, digging deeper (9th to 12th centuries)

Medieval Revenue Accounting





Thiruvennainallur measuring rods



The Matakku

● Matakku is a system of land measurement, used in accounting 

practices to assess taxes
● The term literally means ‘to fold’ or ‘to club’. It co-measures the area 

and the quality of the land
● The actual physical measure of the land was called ‘parappu’, 

meaning spread
● The actual measure of the land, along with its grade, is converted in 

relation to the ‘standard land’ into a notional area, known as the 

matakku land (matakku nilam) 



A typical matakku computation:

983CE, Thirukkarugavur

A gift of land 1 Veli 3 ma 3 kani donated to 

temple of Thirukkarugavur, to beat drums thrice 

a day. This land is folded according to tax into 1 

makani

1 + (3/20) + (3/80) folded into (1/20) + 1/80



1050CE, Thirumalavadi

Land parcels with different grades bought from 

different Brahmin owners, in the same square grid.

Real area and notional area given for each plot.

Aggregatred approx. In the ratio of 7.4:1

● 44 different plots of land, each folded individually



1044CE, Thirumalavadi

2 + ¾ veli + 1/20 + 1/160 + 1/320 + (1/320 x ¾) 

folded into 9 ma + 1/160 + 1/320 + (1/320 x ¾) + 

3/20

56 ma becomes 9ma approx.

Scaling ratio 6:1



Medieval Revenue Accounting

● Proportioning areas of land 

● Commensurate with grain as concrete quanta of Tax.

● Abstract/notional nodes of calculation

● Calculation dictated by the necessities of political control



Concrete world of the political

● War

● Violence

● Extraction

● Grain as Tax

● Grain as Wage

● Grain as Gift

● Grain as perpetuity claim

Demanded a constant movement between the concrete and the abstract

But this calculation kept the status quo



Medieval Revenue Accounting

Is the political concrete or abstract ??

● Instruments of control (calculation such as matakku) to perpetuate 
hierarchies are abstract

● But the concrete world of labour/enslaved labour is subjected to the 
status quo

When measures become numbers and numbers remained as measures



Village Revenue Accounting in the 18th c.



Between the measuring public and the 

regimes of control
 Distribution of hierarchies

 Through proportioning of entitlements

 As concrete measures of grain 



Village Revenue Accounting

Routine activity of the accountant

● Measure area
● Measure produce
● Deduce Tax
● Allocate proportions
● Monetize value





But at the threshing floor

 Measuring instrument determined the 

quality of wages

Wages as returns of labour

Wages as returns for services

Wages as returns of entitlements

Rewards of being in the social hierarchy

Amidst changing notions of ownership and privilege





 The accountant remained central to the new political dispensation. 

Colonial Revenue Accounting



The EIC differently anchored land, for 
revenue extraction through mechanism 
of social control over labour. 



Registers of Land 
records, Settlements

EIC Produced a different regime of surveys and revenue 
settlements



Proportions changed into Precise measures



            
● by commensurating with other measures like irrigation, soil fertility, 

seasonality, etc… for the calculation of Tax

What did precise measures do the accountant ?

A new computational demand at work 

As Numbers traveled from Field to Office … till London

Proportions of measure change into physical classification 
of qualities of land, labour

Paper
New numerals

Translation
Conversion





 Money, immaterial measure ? 
 Money as numbers entering into rows and columns, in ledger books

Merchant accounting in the 20th c.



Measure and Calculation

As constant movement between the 
concrete and abstract

Encuvati Apparatus
The Calculating Engine

Between the machinic order and the 
dynamics of recollective memory practice

Learning measures as numbers and 
numbers as measures



Ponnilakkam

Additive series, incorporated the 
possibility of units of measure 

becoming distinct numbers

1/320   ->>  1



Nellilakkam

Additive series, producing 
distinct measures as numbers



Encuvati

Each number in terms of other

● Whole x Whole

● Whole x Fractions

● Fractions x Fractions

● Table of Squares 





The Tinnai School

Local, familiar world of 
measures brought into 
cognitive training through 
material/physical training of 
memory



The Tinnai School 

 Loud recital, 
 Writing while reciting,
 listening to word
 inscribing the symbol
 following the sound of 

someone else
 

A world of rhyme, chorus, 
and fingers writing on 

sand boards with no trace 
of errors



 Constant erasure decided the life of memory

 Recollection in the computational context of problem solving

 Calculation of quantities and proportions using rule of 3

School of Practice





 Versification and Memory

 Procedural | Algorithmic

 to encompass all possible computational situations

Material culture of learning and manipulating proportions in 

conversation with changing demands in workplace ??

Workplace



SCHOOL <=> WORK

Did they speak to each other ?





Records of Practice – not only text
( Written artifacts + Material culture )

The stone inscription, palm leaf manuscript, colonial paper document, 
merchant ledger books …

Is the manuscript individual or collective ?



● Student memory and the sand board

● Student and the text

● Student and the palm leaf

● Student and the household

● Student and the village

A much familiar world of measures as proportions
But when access to this world determined by the material axis of caste

The immaterial number soaked into the hierarchies of abstract registers 
of the accountant



Does all calculation evade the concrete ? 
Or calculation folds the concrete ? 

A facade for value ? 

determinants of the value as abstract, hiding behind the calculating 
engine ?

The materiality of enslaved labour as value, producing notional values



Then who owns the calculating engine ?

Encuvati practice institutionalized
Demands of workplace met 

But the apparatus of manipulation of value stayed

What is concrete and abstract 
about measures and numbers ?


