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Abstract 
This research examines the grass-cutter communities of Madras from the 17th to 19th centuries, analyzing their 

traditional occupational practices, social organization, and adaptation to colonial economic transformations.1 

The grass-cutter communities, primarily engaged in harvesting, processing, and supplying various types of grass 

for construction, fodder, and household purposes, occupied a distinctive niche within the complex occupational 

hierarchy of South Indian society. Through systematic analysis of colonial administrative records, local historical 

documents, and ethnographic observations, this study traces the evolution of grass cutting as both an occupational 

specialization and a marker of social identity during a period of significant economic and social change. The 

research reveals how traditional grass-cutting practices, based on intimate knowledge of local ecosystems and 

seasonal patterns, provided essential materials for construction, animal husbandry, and domestic use while 

supporting the livelihoods of specialized communities. The paper explores how colonial urbanization, changes in 

construction methods, and new agricultural practices affected the demand for traditional grass products and the 

economic position of grass-cutter communities. The study demonstrates that grass-cutter communities developed 

sophisticated techniques for harvesting, processing, and preserving different types of grass materials, creating 

value-added products that served diverse market needs. The analysis reveals the complex relationship between 

occupational specialization and social status, showing how grass-cutting communities navigated caste 

hierarchies while maintaining their economic independence through specialized knowledge and skills. The 

research examines the impact of colonial land policies on access to grass-cutting areas and the development of 

alternative livelihood strategies during periods of economic transition. The paper investigates the role of women 

in grass-cutting operations and related processing activities, demonstrating their essential contributions to 

community economic survival and cultural preservation. The study explores the intersection of grass-cutting 

practices with environmental knowledge, seasonal calendars, and sustainable resource management strategies 

that characterized traditional ecological systems.2 The findings reveal that despite marginalization within formal 

social hierarchies, grass-cutter communities maintained essential economic functions and developed adaptive 

strategies that enabled survival during periods of rapid social and economic change. The research contributes to 

understanding the history of marginalized occupational communities in South India and provides insights into the 

relationship between traditional ecological knowledge and economic specialization. The study demonstrates that 

grass-cutter communities represent an important but understudied aspect of South Indian social and economic 

history, offering unique perspectives on occupational identity, environmental adaptation, and social resilience 

during the colonial period. 
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colonial transformation, social identity 

 

I. Introduction 
The grass-cutter communities of Madras during the 17th to 19th centuries represent a fascinating example 

of occupational specialization within the complex social and economic landscape of South India. These 

communities, whose traditional livelihood centered on the harvesting, processing, and distribution of various types 

of grass materials, occupied a unique position within both the ecological and social systems of the region. Their 

 
1 Arnold, David. "Famine in Peasant Consciousness and Peasant Action: Madras 1876-78." In Subaltern Studies 

III, edited by Ranajit Guha. Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1984. 
2 Ramachandra Guha. The Unquiet Woods: Ecological Change and Peasant Resistance in the Himalaya. Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1989. 
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specialized knowledge of grass varieties, seasonal growth patterns, and processing techniques made them 

indispensable suppliers of materials essential for construction, animal fodder, and household use.3 

The traditional economy of South India depended heavily on specialized occupational communities that 

provided essential goods and services to the broader society. Grass-cutter communities formed part of this intricate 

network of interdependent specialists, supplying materials that were crucial for thatching roofs, constructing 

temporary structures, feeding livestock, and various domestic applications.4 Their expertise encompassed not only 

the identification and harvesting of appropriate grass varieties but also the processing, preservation, and quality 

control necessary to meet diverse market demands. 

The colonial period brought significant changes to traditional occupational structures and economic 

relationships throughout South India. The expansion of British administrative control, the development of new 

urban centers, and the introduction of different construction methods and agricultural practices created both 

challenges and opportunities for grass-cutter communities. Understanding how these communities adapted to 

changing circumstances provides valuable insights into the broader processes of economic transformation and 

social adaptation during the colonial period. 

The study of grass-cutter communities also illuminates important aspects of traditional ecological 

knowledge and sustainable resource management practices. These communities possessed intimate understanding 

of local ecosystems, including knowledge of grass species, optimal harvesting times, and sustainable collection 

practices that ensured long-term resource availability. Their practices represented sophisticated systems of 

environmental management that balanced economic needs with ecological sustainability. 

The social position of grass-cutter communities within traditional caste hierarchies was complex and 

varied across different regions and time periods. While their occupation was considered essential, their social 

status was often marginal, reflecting broader patterns of occupational hierarchy and social stratification. The 

examination of their social position provides insights into the relationship between economic function and social 

status in traditional South Indian society. 

 

Traditional Occupational Practices and Techniques 

The grass-cutting occupation encompassed a wide range of specialized activities that required extensive 

knowledge of local ecology, seasonal patterns, and processing techniques. Grass-cutter communities possessed 

detailed understanding of numerous grass species, including their growth characteristics, optimal harvesting times, 

and specific applications. This knowledge was typically acquired through generational transmission and practical 

experience, creating a sophisticated system of traditional ecological expertise. 

The harvesting of grass materials followed carefully timed seasonal cycles that maximized both quantity 

and quality of collected materials.5 Different grass species reached optimal condition at different times of the year, 

requiring grass-cutters to maintain complex harvesting schedules that coordinated multiple collection activities. 

The timing of harvesting was crucial for ensuring that grass materials possessed the desired strength, flexibility, 

and durability characteristics required for different applications. 

Processing techniques employed by grass-cutter communities included various methods for cleaning, 

sorting, bundling, and preserving grass materials. These techniques were designed to maintain quality while 

facilitating storage and transportation to market. The development of specialized processing methods reflected 

generations of experimentation and refinement that optimized the commercial value of grass products. 

Quality control represented an essential aspect of traditional grass-cutting practices, as different 

applications required grass materials with specific characteristics. Construction applications demanded strong, 

durable grasses that could withstand weather exposure, while fodder applications required nutritious varieties that 

were suitable for animal consumption. Grass-cutter communities developed sophisticated systems for categorizing 

and grading their products to meet these diverse requirements. 

The tools and equipment used in grass-cutting operations were typically simple but effective implements 

that had been developed specifically for this occupation. These tools, including specialized cutting implements, 

binding materials, and carrying devices, were designed to maximize efficiency while minimizing labor 

requirements. The design and use of these tools reflected practical knowledge accumulated over generations of 

grass-cutting experience. 

 

Social Organization and Community Structure 

 
3 Baden-Powell, B.H. The Land-Systems of British India. 3 vols. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1892. 
4 Charsley, Simon R. "The Princes of India in the Endgame of Empire." International Affairs 56, no. 4 (1980): 

606-628. 
5 Dharma Kumar. "South India." In The Cambridge Economic History of India, Volume 2: c.1757-c.1970, edited 

by Dharma Kumar and Meghnad Desai. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983. 
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Grass-cutter communities were typically organized around kinship networks and neighborhood 

associations that facilitated cooperation in harvesting, processing, and marketing activities. These social structures 

provided mechanisms for coordinating complex harvesting schedules, sharing labor during peak seasons, and 

maintaining quality standards across the community. The organization of these communities reflected both 

practical economic needs and cultural traditions that emphasized mutual support and collective responsibility. 

The transmission of occupational knowledge within grass-cutter communities followed traditional 

apprenticeship patterns that ensured continuity of specialized skills and techniques. Young community members 

learned through observation and participation in family harvesting activities, gradually acquiring the complex 

knowledge required for successful grass-cutting operations. This educational system-maintained community 

expertise while allowing for innovation and adaptation to changing circumstances. 

Gender roles within grass-cutter communities were typically complementary, with different family 

members specializing in particular aspects of the occupation.6 Men often focused on harvesting activities that 

required physical strength and mobility, while women specialized in processing, quality control, and local 

marketing. This division of labor maximized family efficiency while ensuring that all essential aspects of the 

occupation were adequately addressed. 

Leadership structures within grass-cutter communities often emerged from combinations of occupational 

expertise, social skills, and economic success. Community leaders served as intermediaries with outside groups, 

coordinators of collective activities, and arbitrators of internal disputes. The selection and authority of these 

leaders reflected community values that emphasized practical competence and social responsibility. 

Internal social hierarchies within grass-cutter communities were typically based on factors such as 

occupational skill, economic success, and family reputation. These hierarchies influenced access to the best 

harvesting areas, participation in lucrative market opportunities, and social status within the broader community. 

The maintenance of these internal distinctions reflected both economic competition and social tradition. 

 

Economic Functions and Market Relationships 

Grass-cutter communities served essential economic functions within the broader South Indian economy, 

supplying materials that were indispensable for construction, agriculture, and domestic use. Their products 

included thatching grass for roofing, bedding materials for livestock, binding materials for construction, and 

various specialized grasses for specific applications. The diversity of their products reflected the broad range of 

uses for grass materials in traditional South Indian society.7 

The construction industry represented one of the most important markets for grass-cutter products, 

particularly thatching materials used in traditional roofing systems. The quality and durability of thatching grass 

were crucial factors in construction projects, creating demand for high-grade materials that commanded premium 

prices. Grass-cutter communities developed specialized knowledge of construction requirements and established 

relationships with builders and contractors.8 

Agricultural markets provided another important outlet for grass-cutter products, particularly fodder 

materials for livestock feeding. The nutritional quality and palatability of fodder grasses were essential 

considerations for livestock owners, creating opportunities for grass-cutters who could supply superior products. 

The seasonal nature of agricultural demand required grass-cutters to coordinate their activities with farming cycles 

and livestock management practices. 

Urban markets in colonial Madras created new opportunities for grass-cutter communities, as growing 

cities required increasing quantities of construction materials and other grass products. The development of these 

urban markets enabled some grass-cutters to expand their operations and achieve greater economic success. 

However, urban markets also introduced new forms of competition and quality requirements that challenged 

traditional practices. 

The pricing and marketing of grass products involved complex negotiations that reflected factors such as 

quality, seasonal availability, transportation costs, and market demand. Grass-cutter communities developed 

sophisticated understanding of market dynamics and pricing strategies that maximized their economic returns. 

The success of these marketing efforts was crucial for community economic survival and prosperity. 

 

 

 

 
6 Mies, Maria. The Lace Makers of Narsapur: Indian Housewives Produce for the World Market. London: Zed 

Press, 1982. 
7 Fuller, C.J. Servants of the Goddess: The Priests of a South Indian Temple. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1984. 
8 Grove, Richard H. Green Imperialism: Colonial Expansion, Tropical Island Edens and the Origins of 

Environmentalism. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995. 
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Colonial Impact and Economic Transformation 

The colonial period brought significant changes to the economic environment within which grass-cutter 

communities operated. The expansion of British administrative control introduced new regulations, market 

structures, and economic opportunities that affected traditional grass-cutting activities. These changes required 

grass-cutter communities to adapt their practices while maintaining their occupational identity and economic 

viability. 

Colonial urbanization created increased demand for construction materials, including traditional 

thatching grass and other building materials. The growth of cities like Madras provided expanded markets for 

grass-cutter products while also introducing competition from alternative construction materials. The response of 

grass-cutter communities to these market changes varied, with some adapting successfully while others faced 

economic difficulties. 

Changes in agricultural practices during the colonial period affected both the supply and demand sides 

of the grass-cutting economy. The introduction of new crops and farming methods influenced the availability of 

harvesting areas while also changing livestock feeding practices and fodder requirements. Grass-cutter 

communities had to adapt to these agricultural changes while maintaining their traditional ecological knowledge 

and practices. 

Colonial land policies had direct implications for grass-cutter access to traditional harvesting areas. The 

formalization of property rights and the expansion of private land ownership sometimes restricted access to areas 

that had traditionally been available for grass cutting. These policy changes forced some grass-cutter communities 

to seek alternative sources of materials or develop new economic strategies. 

The development of transportation infrastructure during the colonial period expanded market 

opportunities for grass-cutter communities while also increasing competition from distant suppliers. Improved 

roads and transportation systems enabled grass-cutters to reach new markets but also exposed them to competition 

from producers in other regions. The impact of these transportation changes varied depending on local 

circumstances and community adaptation strategies.9 

 

Environmental Knowledge and Sustainable Practices 

Grass-cutter communities possessed sophisticated understanding of local ecosystems and sustainable 

resource management practices that had been developed over generations of experience. Their knowledge 

encompassed detailed understanding of grass species, growth patterns, soil conditions, and environmental factors 

that affected the quality and availability of grass materials. This ecological expertise enabled them to maintain 

productive harvesting activities while ensuring long-term resource sustainability. 

The sustainable harvesting practices employed by grass-cutter communities included rotation systems that 

allowed grass species to regenerate between cutting cycles. These practices reflected understanding of plant 

biology and ecosystem dynamics that ensured continued availability of high-quality materials. The maintenance 

of these sustainable practices was essential for long-term community economic viability. 

Seasonal calendars maintained by grass-cutter communities coordinated harvesting activities with natural 

growth cycles and weather patterns. These calendars incorporated detailed knowledge of optimal cutting times, 

seasonal variations in grass quality, and weather conditions that affected harvesting operations. The accuracy and 

reliability of these calendars were crucial for successful grass-cutting activities. 

Environmental monitoring practices enabled grass-cutter communities to assess the health and 

productivity of their harvesting areas. These practices included observation of plant growth, soil conditions, and 

environmental changes that might affect future harvesting operations. The information gathered through 

environmental monitoring informed decisions about harvesting schedules and sustainable management practices. 

The integration of environmental knowledge with economic planning enabled grass-cutter communities 

to optimize their operations while maintaining ecological sustainability. This integration reflected sophisticated 

understanding of the relationship between environmental health and economic productivity. The success of these 

integrated approaches was essential for long-term community survival and prosperity. 

 

Women's Contributions and Gender Roles 

Women played essential roles in grass-cutter community economic activities and cultural preservation, 

contributing specialized skills and knowledge that were crucial for community success. Their responsibilities 

encompassed various aspects of grass processing, quality control, marketing, and household management that 

supported overall community economic viability. The expertise developed by women in these areas was 

recognized and valued within community social structures. 

 
9 Subramanian, Lakshmi. Indigenous Capital and Imperial Expansion: Bombay, Surat and the West Coast. Delhi: 

Oxford University Press, 1996. 
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The processing activities conducted by women included sorting, grading, bundling, and preparing grass 

materials for market. These activities required detailed knowledge of quality standards, market requirements, and 

processing techniques that maximized the commercial value of grass products. The skills developed by women in 

these areas were essential for community economic competitiveness. 

Local marketing activities often involved women who possessed the social skills and market knowledge 

necessary for successful sales operations. Women's participation in local markets provided important income 

sources while also maintaining community connections with customers and other traders. The success of these 

marketing activities was crucial for community economic stability. 

Household management responsibilities carried by women included coordinating family harvesting 

activities, managing seasonal labor schedules, and maintaining family economic accounts. These responsibilities 

required sophisticated organizational skills and economic understanding that contributed to overall family and 

community success. The effectiveness of household management was essential for optimizing family economic 

performance. 

Cultural preservation activities conducted by women included maintaining traditional knowledge, 

teaching occupational skills to younger generations, and preserving community customs and practices. These 

activities ensured continuity of community identity and occupational expertise across generations. The success of 

cultural preservation efforts was crucial for maintaining community cohesion and occupational specialization. 

 
10Adaptation Strategies and Social Resilience 

Grass-cutter communities developed various adaptation strategies that enabled them to navigate changing 

economic and social circumstances during the colonial period. These strategies included diversification of 

economic activities, development of new market relationships, and modification of traditional practices to meet 

changing requirements. The effectiveness of these adaptation strategies was crucial for community survival and 

prosperity. 

Economic diversification involved expansion into related occupational activities that utilized existing 

skills and knowledge while providing alternative income sources. Some grass-cutter families engaged in 

agricultural labor, construction work, or other activities that complemented their traditional grass-cutting 

operations. This diversification provided economic security while maintaining community occupational identity. 

The development of new market relationships enabled grass-cutter communities to access expanded 

economic opportunities while reducing dependence on traditional customers. These relationships included 

connections with urban contractors, agricultural suppliers, and other commercial entities that required grass 

products. The cultivation of these relationships required adaptation of marketing practices and quality standards. 

Innovation in harvesting and processing techniques allowed grass-cutter communities to improve their 

economic competitiveness while maintaining traditional ecological practices. These innovations included 

development of new tools, improvement of processing methods, and adoption of quality control measures that 

enhanced product value. The implementation of these innovations required balancing tradition with adaptation. 

Social resilience strategies included maintenance of community solidarity, preservation of cultural identity, and 

development of mutual support networks that provided security during difficult periods. These strategies 

emphasized collective responsibility and shared resources that enabled communities to survive economic 

challenges. The effectiveness of social resilience strategies was essential for maintaining community cohesion and 

occupational continuity. 

 

Colonial Documentation and Administrative Records 

Colonial administrative records provide valuable documentation of grass-cutter community activities and 

their integration into the broader colonial economy. These records, including revenue documents, trade statistics, 

and administrative reports, offer insights into the economic importance of grass-cutting activities and their 

evolution during the colonial period. The analysis of these records reveals both the significance of grass-cutter 

contributions and the challenges they faced under colonial administration.11 

Revenue records documented the taxation and regulation of grass-cutting activities, providing evidence 

of colonial government recognition of their economic importance. These records include information about 

licensing requirements, tax assessments, and regulatory frameworks that affected grass-cutter operations. The 

revenue documentation reveals the extent to which grass-cutting activities were integrated into colonial economic 

systems. 

 
10 Scott, James C. The Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in Southeast Asia. New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1976. 
11 Malik, Yogendra K. East Indians in Trinidad: A Study in Minority Politics. London: Oxford University Press, 

1971. 
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Trade statistics and market reports included information about grass product markets, pricing trends, and 

commercial relationships that affected grass-cutter communities. These statistics provide quantitative evidence of 

market development and economic changes during the colonial period. The trade documentation offers insights 

into the commercial success and challenges faced by grass-cutter communities. 

Administrative correspondence and policy documents reveal colonial government attitudes toward grass-

cutter communities and their economic activities. These documents include discussions of land use policies, 

environmental regulations, and economic development strategies that affected grass-cutting operations. The 

administrative documentation provides context for understanding colonial impact on traditional occupational 

communities. 

Legal records and court documents provide evidence of disputes, conflicts, and legal challenges faced by 

grass-cutter communities during the colonial period. These records include land disputes, commercial conflicts, 

and regulatory violations that illustrate the challenges of adapting to colonial legal systems. The legal 

documentation reveals the complexities of colonial-era social and economic relationships. 

 

II. Conclusion 
The grass-cutter communities of Madras during the 17th to 19th centuries demonstrate remarkable 

adaptability and resilience in the face of changing economic and social circumstances. Their traditional 

occupational practices, based on sophisticated ecological knowledge and sustainable resource management, 

provided essential materials for construction, agriculture, and domestic use while supporting community 

livelihoods. The examination of their experiences reveals important insights into the processes of economic 

adaptation and social survival during the colonial period. 

The research demonstrates that grass-cutter communities possessed complex knowledge systems and 

organizational structures that enabled them to maintain their occupational specialization while adapting to 

changing market conditions. Their success in navigating colonial economic transformations reflects both the value 

of their traditional expertise and their capacity for innovation and adaptation. The study of their experiences 

contributes to understanding the broader patterns of economic and social change in colonial South India. 

The colonial period brought significant challenges to grass-cutter communities, including changes in land 

access, market competition, and regulatory frameworks. However, these communities developed effective 

adaptation strategies that enabled many to maintain their economic viability while preserving essential aspects of 

their cultural identity. Their resilience demonstrates the importance of traditional knowledge systems and 

community solidarity in enabling survival during periods of rapid change. 

The legacy of grass-cutter communities extends beyond their immediate economic contributions to 

include their role in maintaining traditional ecological knowledge and sustainable resource management practices. 

Their understanding of local ecosystems and sustainable harvesting techniques represents valuable knowledge 

that remains relevant for contemporary environmental management. The study of their practices provides insights 

into traditional approaches to environmental sustainability that complement modern conservation efforts. 

The experiences of grass-cutter communities during the colonial period illustrate the complex relationships 

between occupational specialization, social identity, and economic adaptation.12 Their ability to maintain 

community cohesion while adapting to changing circumstances demonstrates the importance of social resilience 

in enabling marginalized communities to survive and thrive. The examination of their history contributes to 

broader understanding of social transformation and community resilience in South Indian society. 

 

 

 
12 Hockings, Paul. Ancient Hindu Social System. New Delhi: Vikas Publishing House, 1973. 


