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Historical Background

1. Medieval Chola Empire (900 CE – 1400 CE)

2. Empire

1. Territorial Expansion ?

2. Digging deeper, conquer within, institute coercive extraction

3. Develop means and instruments/tools/apparatus of 

abstraction.

3. Only available historical records are inscriptions. Most inscriptions 

are fragmented pieces of information about land transactions.

4. Historical scholarship on land records have studied agrarian, 

social relationships and state formation.

5. Land transactions in relation to diversity in measures, conversion, 

standardization led to the construction of metrological atlas.
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Engineering control 
over Labour and 

Ecology



  



  

Land & Water Engineering

1. Productivity (yield)

1. Water Irrigation

2. Land Reconstruction

2. Logic of Equal Allocation within 

Caste

1. Access to water

2. Soil Fertility

3. Engineering (Square Grid)

1. Vaykal

2. Vadhi

3. Kannaaru

4. Sathuram

Order in Land Organization, Historical Spatial planning in Rural areas in the Medieval kingdoms of South India, H.J. Nitz, 1988



  

SII 19, 66, c.10 century, Devarayanpettai



  

Land & Water Engineering



  

Squaring (grid) Land and the rise of precise measures

One of the largest Brahmadeya grants inscribed on copper plates, mentions the 

equal sharing of land parcels being given to each Brahmin. (Tiruvintalur copper plate) 

Thus justifying the square grid land parceling

Precise measurements and classifications of land are absent in the Pre-Brahmadeya 

records. Similarly the location of a particular piece of land in these records are vague and 

are in relation with natural geographic features, such “beside the rock found in the 

southern end of the village”, etc.

Records from the late 10th century, start to demarcate land and locate them in 

relation to square grids bordered by canal and drain, which is precise addressing and 

measurement



  

Bringing commons under the measurement regime

●
●

The expansion of precise measurements and gradation along with the 

expansion of square grid. The cited inscription mentions that a particular piece of 

land belonging to the temple becomes uncultivable as it gets silted up during a flood. 

It describes the process of demarcating a new common piece of land that is to be 

brought under cultivation in place of the damaged land.

●
(SII 3. 162, Uttaramerur, 959 CE)



  

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) 



  

Matakku, Spatio -Temporal change



  

Matakku, Spatio -Temporal change



  

The Matakku – space of calculation

[Q – SII 19, 326]
A typical matakku computation:

983CE, Thirukarugavur

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



  

The Matakku – space of calculation

988CE, Govindaputtur

Different grades of land bought from different 

people, folded into one single grade to become a 

notional area of:

 1+1/4 veli, to be gifted to the temple

[Q – SII 13, 76]



  

The Matakku – space of calculation

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

[Q – SII 05, 641]



  

The Matakku – space of calculation
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Control over Labour



  

Control over labour

● Matakku practice seems to be a more refined tool of abstraction used to maintain this control 

over labour and ecology. Matakku is not only used to assess tax in the form of paddy, but also 

  tax that is rendered in the form of labour 
● Such labour taxes included mostly canal maintenance labour, such as to level the canal bed, 

strengthen the banks. This was rendered not by the owner or the tenant of the land, but by      

 labourers that are attached  to the land.
● First occurrence of the term vetti in inscriptions is in 9th century, and increases over time. By 

around the same time, terms that specifically indicate canal maintenance work emerge (sennir 

Vetti).



  

Spatial segregation: folding labour and caste into space

There is also a clear spatial 

segregation between the living 

quarters of the land owning 

Brahmins and the tenants and 

labourers. While the Brahmin 

quarters were called ‘ur’ the living 

quarters of tenants were called 

‘pitakai’.



  

Wage hierarchy

● 24 nā i per day for the person who chants the sacred hymn,ḻ

● 16 nā i per day for the guard,ḻ

● 16 nā i per day for the accountant (belonging to the potter caste),ḻ

● 8 nā i per day for the brahmin who fetches water from the Kaveri,ḻ

● 6 nā i of paddy per day for the brahmin who crushed the sacred sandal,ḻ

● 6 nā i per day for the potter,ḻ

● 4 nā i per day for the servant who sweeps the temple floors and smears them with cow dung,ḻ

● 3 nā i per day for the servant who picks flowers from the garden and strings them intoḻ
garlands, and so on

SII 3, 151 A



  

Matakku and labour disciplining

Emergence of matakku seems to be made possible by disciplining 

labour and quantifying labour,  facilitating the increased 

productivity  in Brahmadeya lands by making square grids possible, 

giving rise to a ‘highest quality’ land. 

In relations to which every other land is graded and measured



  

The Matakku – space of calculation
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Resistances



  

First Moment

● While the regime of extraction keeps going deeper, we start to see instances of resistances. As the Chola 
state weakens, the Brahmin and Vellala landlords struggle hard to hold their ground and continue the digging 
deeper process.

● In the later chola period, there is a series of inscriptions that record the   renegotiation of tax rates  at the 
village level, followed by tenants complaining and acting against increased taxation.

● These inscriptions are from 1177 CE till 1192 CE. The earliest of this is found in the village of Achalpuram. Here 
there is a long list of various kinds of land are given and rent for each of this is reduced one by one. 

● The tenants are also given other protections such as,  relief from violent means of rent collection  and rent 
dues of one person would not be collected from other. There also a clear message that says, anyone who 
does not agree to these terms would be seperated from the village, and his land would be given to someone 
who agrees to the terms, Paddy paid in rent should be measured by the tenant and the land owner using a 
same measuing vessel (marakkal)

● While this seems to be a relief, the second half of the inscription goes on to  take away several social 
privileges  that are enjoyed by the servicing castes, which includes prohibiting them from using honorific titles, 
wearing tufts, owning cattle, playing drums in their households, etc.

ARE 1918, 538, Achalpuram, 1177 CE



  

Negotiating numbers and social privileges

● These renogotiations happen in two ways, one is directly  in terms of revenue  and the 

other is in terms of social privileges.

● The former is done in terms of numbers and calculations, gives us an idea of how these 

calculations and measures have been used as a tool for manipulation. One of the direct 

example is the  demand to not manipulate the paddy measuring vessel  and to 

standardise it.

● The latter, shows how while the landowners give a set of economic relief to the tenants,  

 take out several social rights of the tenants and sevicing castes , as these markers 

place the working class on par with the Brahmin landowners.



  

Second Moment

● These conflicts resurface in an interval of 50 years again in the south and south western part of the 
Kaveri delta region, around 1231 CE.

● In these set of inscriptions, the resistance is recorded more explicitly. The  tenant cultivators threaten to leave 
the village  because of unbearable tax burden have .

● Unlike the previous moment, where the rent was reduced, here the  labour tax  is reduced . The 
various kinds of such labour taxes that the tenants try to get rid of include works that they are forced 
to do for the upkeep of the king’s palace, works in temple festivals and works in canal maintenance. 

● The only tax in kind that is discussed is the tax that needs to be paid for the expenses of village 
administrative bodies. And the tenants demand that these be calculated in matakku and not in 
parappu

● The tenants also demand that the Brahmins should not enter their houses vilently citing the tax dues.

SII 6, 58, Mannargudi, 1239 CE



  

Third Moment

● The final stage of resistence is in the 15th century when the Matakku practice 

almost completely disappears.

● In this instance several caste groups both artisinal (Valangai) and agrarian 

(idangai) come together in unity to resist the unbearable tax burden imposed on 

them by both the Brahmin landlord and Vellala landlords. They also stand against 

the military people who have joined hands with the landlords to indulge in coercive 

means to collect more tax.

● There is also a clear evidence from this moment, where the cultivators say the  

measuring rod should not be manipulated 
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Accountant & the 
Records of Accounting



  

The village accountant appears as a key figure in all the transaction, as a witness, as someone 

who authorises the transaction and as someone who: 

● arbitrating measures
● assigning tax value
● ensuring labour extracted and alienated

Trained Accountant (Thalavaipuram copper plates, c.10th century)

Accountant



  

Accountant

[Kanakkatikaram, 144p: v.95, v.96]



  

Accountant

[Kanakkatikaram, 144p: v.95, v.96]



  

Different kinds of Accountants



  

What does Accountant do ?

Land accountant is ordered to add certain parcels 

of land into the account of tax exempted land, 

while writing the 22nd cropping season’s accounts – 

accordingly carry this into the register of tax 

exempted lands.

SII V6, 206, Muniyur - 1238CE



  

Survey Register

Physical measurement of Land ensured by the standard measuring rod (kol)

Measurement of Land quality through Grade, as the new metric occurs:

● Sowing capacity or seed capacity as unit of land

● Potential produce as an index of quality, which was also an unit of taxation

● Quality of grain paid in relation to tax rate (cennel)

● Seasonality and productivity folded into tax

Folding of Quantity and Quality into single index: matakku phenomenon

Real area becomes notional

Apparatus of Abstraction takes over



  

Knowns and Unknowns @ the calculation desk

● Extent of real area

● Measuring rod

● Standard land, in terms of produce 

(300kalams)

● Norms for grading land

● Norms for folding land

We know commensuration happens.

All the rest of the land is valued against this top 

quality land

One measure for all ?

Does calculation eliminates arbitrariness ?



  

Hierarchies of Value and Digging deeper

● Emergence of madakku seems to be made possible by disciplining labour and quantifying labour, facilitating 

the increased productivity in Brahmadeya lands by making square grids possible, giving rise to a ‘highest 

quality’ land.

● Every square plot of land measured, graded, ordered into abstract measures, while taxation remained material.

● Water and commons brought under the rule of the measuring rod through trade in exceptions and claims of 

perpetuity

● Labour graded, ordered and valued in space.

● All forms of labour subject to the non labouring Brahmin



  

QUESTIONS ?
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