
 

 

International Journal for Research Trends in Social Science & Humanities 

Volume 4, Issue 2 

Mar-Apr 2026, PP 1-08 

 

1 

 

Structure and functioning of local 

Administration in Ancient India 
Dr. Vijay Kumar 

Department of Ancient History 

 I.S.S.S.S. Govt. Degree, College, Pachwas, Basti, U.P. (India). 

 

Abstract- The structure of local administration in ancient India was highly 

organized and developed. It functioned at three levels—village, town, and district. The 

primary objective of local administration was to bring governance closer to the people 

and to resolve local problems effectively. During the Mauryan and Gupta periods, 

administrative institutions attained a high degree of development. Governance was 

carried out through village assemblies, headmen, city superintendents, and various 

administrative officials. The system was multi-layered and well-structured. This study 

aims to analyze the structure and functioning of local administration in ancient India. 

Urban administration was also well-organized, with the Nagaradhyaksha (City 

Superintendent) as the chief officer. According to Megasthenes, city administration was 

conducted through six committees. The district administration was managed by state 

representatives responsible for implementing royal orders and collecting taxes such as 

land revenue and trade taxes. Public works were also undertaken by local authorities. 

Local administrative institutions were particularly developed during the Mauryan and 

Gupta periods. Administration was conducted through the village assembly, gramani 

(village head), nagaradhyaksha (town superintendent), and various administrative 

officials. The local administration system was highly systematic and multi-tiered. A 

strong structure existed at the local level. Various administrative institutions functioned 

at the village, town, and janapada levels. These institutions were managed by local 

officials and assemblies. The purpose of this research paper is to study the structure and 

functioning of local administration in ancient North India. In ancient times, town 

administration was also well-organized. The chief officer of town administration was 

the nagaradhyaksha or nagaradhipa. In the Mauryan period, special committees were 

established for town administration. 
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I.  Introduction 
 

In ancient, the structure of local administration, its major organs, and its functioning 

were extremely organized and developed. The local administration system operated at 

the village, town, and janapada levels. The objective of the local administration system 

was to bring administration closer to the general public and to resolve local problems. 

During the Rigvedic period, society was divided into tribes (Jana) and clans (Vish), 

which were further organized into villages for administrative and military purposes. 

The head of a group was known as Vrajapati. In the later Vedic period, new officials 

such as Sthapati, Nishada-Sthapati, Shatapati, and Gramavadin emerged, indicating a 

more structured administrative system.  
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During the age of the Jatakas, princes were appointed as provincial governors 

(Mahamatyas). Officers like Rajjukas were responsible for land measurement and 

revenue assessment, while Dronamapakas measured produce and roads. The word 

“vish” appears 170 times and the word “jana” appears 275 times in the Rigveda. In the 

later Vedic period, new officials such as sthapati, nishada-sthapati, shatapati, and 

gramyavadin emerged in the local administration system. The sthapati probably served 

as the ruler of a part of the state and also dispensed justice. The nishada-sthapati 

probably governed the original inhabitants over whom the Aryans had gained victory. 

One hundred villages were under the shatapati, who was responsible for maintaining 

discipline. In the Jataka period, kings appointed their sons as provincial heads 

(mahamanya), a position later equivalent to the mahamatra official mentioned in 

Ashoka’s inscriptions. In the revenue system, the official called rajjugahaka conducted 

land surveys and fixed the king’s share, while the dronamapaka measured the king’s 

share of grain and stored it separately so that neither the treasury nor the owner suffered 

any loss. The dronamapaka also measured roads. In the Jataka period, princes were 

appointed as viceroys (uparaja) in the provinces 

 

Bimbisara appointed his son Ajatashatru as viceroy of the Champa province. The 

largest administrative unit in the Mauryan Empire was the province (pranta). During 

Ashoka’s time, there were five provinces—Uttarapatha, Avanti-rashtra, Kalinga-

pranta, Dakshinapatha, and Prachi—whose capitals were Taxila, Ujjain, Tosali, 

Suvarnagiri, and Pataliputra respectively. The governors of these provinces were 

usually members of the royal family and were called kumara or aryaputra. 

Occasionally, capable persons outside the royal family were also appointed as 

provincial governors. For example, in the western province, Pushyagupta (a Vaishya) 

and Tushaspha (an Iranian) were appointed provincial governors during the reigns of 

Chandragupta Maurya and Emperor Ashoka respectively.  

 

The western province (Saurashtra) enjoyed semi-autonomous status, although the 

actions of its governors remained under the emperor’s authority. The Chinese traveller 

Fa-Hien, who visited during the reign of Chandragupta Vikramaditya , referred to 

Gandhara as a province. Kautilya called provincial governors rashtramukha, 

rashtrapala, or Ishvara. A province or janapada generally contained about 800 villages, 

with each village having 100–500 families. Thus, a provincial governor (rajuka) ruled 

over several lakhs of people. Like the centre, the provinces also had a council of 

ministers that was comparatively more independent and maintained direct contact with 

the emperor from time to time. Its members were called mahamatras.  

 

The Brahmagiri inscription addresses Ashoka’s central mahamatras along with the 

mahamatras of the prince at Isila, and the Dhauli inscription addresses the prince of 

Kalinga along with his mahamatras. The class of mahamatras is described as 

rajavachanika, i.e., those who received messages directly from the king. The practice 

of appointing persons connected with the royal family as rajyapala (provincial 

governors) continued in the Shunga period because Pushyamitra had appointed his sons 

in the same manner. He made his son Agnimitra the viceroy of Vidisha. The Manusmriti 

is a source of knowledge about justice and local administration in the Shunga period, 

but it does not discuss officials. 
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 In the Kushana period, the emperor himself appointed samanta chiefs called 

dandanayakas in the provinces. These samanta chiefs not only performed civil and 

military service for the emperor but also appointed staff to maintain peace and order as 

part of their civil duties. The state was divided into several kshatrapas; the ruler of a 

large kshatrapa was called mahakshatrapa and of a small one kshatrapa. Sometimes two 

kshatrapas ruled the same territory simultaneously. The Kushanas introduced this 

unique dual system of governance in the provinces. The Kushana state had bhukti and, 

under it, vishaya (district) as administrative units.  

 

The Gupta Empire was divided into several provinces called desha or bhukti. The 

largest provincial unit directly governed by the emperor was probably the desha. In the 

Junagadh inscription, Saurashtra is called desha, and in an inscription of Chandragupta 

II, the Sukuli province in central India is called desha; its administrators were called 

gopta. During the reign of Kumaragupta , the provincial governor (pranta) was called 

uparika, while in the time of Budhagupta the title became uparika-maharaja, which 

indicates the growing prestige, power, and feudalism in the empire. 

 

 The chief provincial officers were: shaulikika (superintendent of the customs/border-

tax department), hiranya-samudrika (currency officer), ranyukta (treasury officer), 

audranjika (collector of forest produce), aurnasthaanika (supervisor of silk factories), 

agraharika (supervisor of agraharas), and chauradandika (modern police chief). There 

was also a nagar-guptika (town protector) who wore a garland of red flowers. His duties 

included the security of the town, arresting criminals, and punishing them. From the 

security point of view at night, the town gates were closed after the third watch, and 

patrols appointed by the town kotwal patrolled the streets.  

 

Every province had several mandalas (like modern commissioners). Kautilya called 

their head pradeshta, and Ashoka’s inscriptions call them pradeshika. He supervised 

the work of the heads of various departments under his mandala. The department heads 

were called pramukha or pradeshika. Most officials of the districts formed under the 

mandala (mainly revenue-related) were answerable to the central minister samaharta. 

This is confirmed by both Kautilya and Megasthenes. The yuta, rajuka, and pradeshika 

toured (inspected) every five years, during which they performed administrative duties 

along with dharmānushāsana (moral instruction).  

 

The appointment of district administrators under the provinces was made by the 

provincial governor. For this reason, Ashoka sent orders to the mahamatras of Isila 

indirectly through the prince of the southern province. The mandala was divided into 

districts called ahara or vishaya, and below the district was the sthanika. The sthanika 

of a province was the centre of the province’s resources. It can also be called the 

provincial capital because a group of 800 villages was called mahagrama, whose 

administrative centre was the sthanika (modern kasba or thana). Each province was 

divided into four districts, and each district was under an official called sthanika. Below 

the sthanika were two dronamukhas, below each dronamukha were two kharvatikas, 

and below each kharvatika were twenty samgrahakas. 

 

In the Mauryan period, a town was called sthanika and its ruler was called nagarika (or 

nagaraka), also called pramukha. Like the province, the town was also divided into four 
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parts or mandalas, each under an official called sthanika. Under him were several 

officers called gopa, and each gopa was responsible for the supervision of 10, 20, or 40 

houses. Kautilya prepared the system of town administration keeping in view the 

special needs and problems of urban life. Kautilya regulated ordinary activities such as 

moving about in the town.  

 

The main prison of the town was called bandhanagara, and its chief officer was called 

bandhanagaradhyaksha. Megasthenes described three types of high officials: (1) district 

superintendent, (2) town superintendent, and (3) army superintendent. The chief officer 

of the town was the nagaraka, and for the supervision of the town, shyama-rakshaka 

were appointed; if they let any wrong person go, they were punished. The nagaraka 

probably also had to manage the bandhanagara (prison superintendent). Therefore, the 

responsibility of ordering the release of prisoners, inspecting their work, etc., rested 

with the bandhanagaradhyaksha. The nagaraka was probably under the samaharta and 

pradeshta. Kautilya wrote that just as the samaharta is the administrator of the janapada, 

so the town officer nagarika (nagaraka) should look after the administration or order of 

the town. The mahamatra also performed the duties of nagar vyavaharika. Mauryan 

town administration was divided into four parts, and each part was under a sthanika. 

These sthanikas acted as the link between their higher officer nagaraka (town head) and 

the subordinate officer gopa.  

 

According to Megasthenes, the administration of Pataliputra was under a 30-member 

commission consisting of six committees of five members each. The first committee 

looked after the interests of industries, workers, and artisans; the second committee 

supervised temples and the care of foreign travellers; the third committee was related 

to census; the fourth committee dealt with trade, commerce, market control, weights 

and measures, and licences; the fifth committee prevented adulteration and supervised 

manufactured goods; and the sixth committee was responsible for public welfare works 

along with sales and purchases. Megasthenes referred to these town officers as 

astynomoi.  

 

The structure and functioning of these committees clearly indicate that towns enjoyed 

a considerable degree of self-government during the Mauryan period. This is further 

corroborated by the Arthashastra, which mentions officers such as sutradhyaksha, 

sauvanika, kupyadhyaksha, suradhyaksha, panyadhyaksha, vanijyadhyaksha, and 

pautavadhyaksha corresponding to the duties described by Megasthenes. Kautilya 

assigned the responsibility of preventing adulteration and collecting taxes to the 

shulkadhyaksha. 

 

Kautilya also regulated urban activities with special attention to the needs of city life. 

The chief town officer was the nagaraka (also called nagaradhyaksha), who worked 

under the samaharta and pradeshta. The town was divided into four districts (mandalas), 

each placed under a sthanika. Below the sthanika were officers called gopa, each 

responsible for the supervision of 10, 20 or 40 households.  

 

Among the important revenue and administrative officials were the yuta, who 

functioned like modern accountants and secretaries, and the rajuka, who was initially 

in charge of land survey, settlement and irrigation but was later empowered by Ashoka 
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with judicial authority as well. The pradeshika (also called pradeshta) served as a 

judicial officer; he heard applications, took necessary action, maintained town security, 

collected revenue and suppressed enemies of the state. Civil servants in general were 

termed purusha and were appointed at senior, middle and lower levels. 

 

In the thirteenth year of his reign, Ashoka created new posts of dharma-mahamatra and 

dharma-yuta to promote harmony among all religious communities and to propagate 

his policy of dharma. The dharma-mahamatra was entrusted with the supervision of the 

dharma-yutas. In addition, Ashoka appointed stri-adhyaksha mahamatra to supervise 

the moral conduct of women and propagate dharma among them, and vrija-bhumika to 

look after cows.  

 

The chief officer of the border provinces, known as ant-mahamatra, worked among the 

border tribes and semi-civilized communities, conveying imperial policies and possibly 

assisting in the spread of dharma. For the propagation and illumination of his dharma, 

Ashoka, in addition to the dharma-mahamatra, appointed the stri-adhyaksha mahamatra 

(to supervise the moral conduct of women and propagate dharma among them) and the 

vrija-bhumika (the officer responsible for looking after cows). 

 

The chief officer of the border provinces or the protector was called ant-mahamatra. 

These officers worked among the border people and semi-civilized tribes and were 

responsible for conveying the policies of the emperor to them. Thus, it is possible that 

in the border provinces they also performed the duty of dharma propagation. The bhukti 

was divided into several districts called vishaya, and its chief officer was called 

vishayapati. The district officer was earlier called kumaramatya and later came to be 

called ayuktaka.  

 

His appointment was usually made by the uparika. However, the kumaramatya of the 

Pippunagari vishaya is called paramabhattaka padanugrahita, which clearly shows that 

his appointment was made by the emperor himself. The vishayapati administered with 

the help of a committee consisting of several members (called vishaya-mahattaras) such 

as nagarashreshthi (head of town merchants), sarthavaha (head of traders), prathama-

kulika (chief artisan and chief craftsman), and prathama-kayastha (chief scribe). Other 

officials of The Gupta Empire introduced several changes in provincial and local 

administration. The largest unit directly governed by the emperor was the desha, while 

the bhukti was placed under a governor called uparika (later uparika-maharaja). The 

bhukti was further subdivided into districts known as vishaya, whose chief officer was 

the vishayapati (earlier called kumaramatya and later ayuktaka). The vishayapati 

administered with the help of a council comprising prominent local personalities such 

as nagarashreshthi (head of merchants), sarthavaha (head of traders), prathama-kulika 

(chief artisan) and prathama-kayastha (chief scribe). Other officials included the 

gaulmika (in charge of forests and forts), sarvadhyaksha, kulaputra, pustapala (record 

keeper) and bhandagaradhikrita (treasurer). The record office (akshapatala) was headed 

by the mahakshapatalika. 

 

  In the Gupta period, the head of town administration was called purapala (town 

protector), an officer of the kumaramatya class. Seals discovered from Vaishali show 

active cooperation of commercial organisations in town governance. The purapala 
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presided over the heads of subordinate towns and supervised the dharmashalas. Town 

heads were often addressed by the name of their towns, for example, the head of 

Dashapura was called Dashapurapala.  

 

The vishaya was divided into smaller units called vithi (groups of villages or tahsils), 

and the vithis were further subdivided into villages. The smallest unit of administration, 

the village, was managed by the village assembly known as panchamandali in Madhya 

Bharat and grama-janapada in Bihar. The chief functionaries of the village assembly 

were the mahattara (village elder), gramika (village head), ashtakuladhikari and 

kutumbin (family head). A vivid description of the working of Gupta-period courts is 

found in the Mrichchhakatika, where the town court is called adhikarana-mandapa and 

the judge is referred to as adhikaranika. 

 

Local administration in ancient India was not limited to political control but extended 

deeply into socio-economic regulation. The systematic collection of taxes, regulation 

of trade, maintenance of infrastructure, and supervision of markets indicate a well-

developed economic administration. The committees described by Megasthenes 

highlight specialization in administrative functions, particularly in urban centers. 

Moreover, the involvement of local elites such as merchants, artisans, and guild leaders 

in administrative councils reflects a participatory dimension in governance. This 

collaboration between the state and local socio-economic groups ensured stability, 

economic growth, and efficient resource management. 

 

The administrative framework of ancient Northern India reflects a significant degree of 

decentralization, which contributed to its efficiency and durability. The delegation of 

authority to provincial governors, district and village assemblies ensured that 

governance was not overly centralized in the royal court. This decentralized model 

allowed local institutions to respond promptly to regional needs and socio-economic 

conditions. The presence of functionaries like Rajjukas and Pradeshikas, who combined 

judicial and executive responsibilities, demonstrates an integrated administrative 

approach. Such a system minimized bureaucratic delays and enhanced accountability 

at the grassroots level, making it a precursor to modern decentralized governance 

structures. 

 

The administrative institutions of the Mauryan and Gupta periods exhibit a remarkable 

continuity that influenced later Indian governance systems. Many features such as 

hierarchical administrative divisions, revenue assessment, and local self-governing 

bodies continued in modified forms during medieval and even colonial periods. The 

concept of village autonomy, supported by Gram Sabhas and local officials, became a 

persistent feature of Indian polity. In this context, ancient provincial administration can 

be viewed as laying the intellectual and structural foundations for contemporary 

Panchayati Raj institutions. Thus, the study of these systems not only enhances our 

understanding of ancient governance but also provides insights into the evolution of 

administrative traditions in India.  

 

The system of local administration in ancient North India was extremely organized and 

effective. Through these institutions, administration reached the people and local 

problems were resolved. Local administration developed further during the Mauryan 
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and Gupta periods. The village assembly and local officials strengthened the 

administrative system. The village assembly (sabha or panchamandali) and local 

officials such as the gramika (village head) and mahattara (village elder) played a 

pivotal role in strengthening the administrative system. This multi-tiered structure—

from the imperial centre to the smallest village unit—made the ancient Indian local 

administration remarkably sophisticated and effective.  

 

By systematically decentralizing power across village, town, and district levels, the 

state ensured that governance remained easily accessible to ordinary citizens and that 

local problems were resolved promptly at the grassroots level. During the Mauryan and 

Gupta periods, these institutions attained even greater refinement: administrative 

responsibilities relating to revenue collection, justice, public works, and moral 

instruction were increasingly entrusted to local bodies and officials. As a result, the 

ancient Indian local administration system not only proved highly efficient in its time 

but also laid a strong intellectual and structural foundation for modern concepts of local 

self-governance, including the Panchayati Raj institutions in contemporary India. 

 

Conclusion 
 

The structure and functioning of local administration in ancient India reveal a well-

organized and decentralized system of governance that played a crucial role in 

maintaining social order and economic stability. Village-level institutions such as the 

Gram Sabha and Panchayat were the backbone of administration, ensuring effective 

management of resources, justice, and community welfare. These local bodies operated 

with a significant degree of autonomy while remaining connected to the central 

authority. 

 

The administrative systems during periods like the Mauryan and Gupta empires further 

strengthened local governance by establishing clear roles in revenue collection, law 

enforcement, and public administration. The emphasis on community participation and 

collective decision-making highlights the democratic elements present in ancient Indian 

governance. 

 

In conclusion, the local administration of ancient India was efficient, participatory, and 

sustainable in nature. Its principles of decentralization, accountability, and community 

involvement continue to hold relevance in modern governance systems, offering 

valuable insights for strengthening present-day local administration. 
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