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PREFACE

The publication of this volume of the Cambridge Economic History of
India covering the entire period from the establishment of British rule to
its termination, and with epilogues on the post-Independence period,
marks the end of a project that was planned more than a decade ago.
There was at that time no single general source that a student of Indian
economic history could consult. The sturdy classics — Dutt, Gadgil,
Anstey, Naoroji — had in part been rendered out of date by the rapid
advance of knowledge over the previous decades. Scholars have
enhanced our understanding of the historical experience of specific
regions and communities and illuminated aspects of economic activity
but lightly touched upon previously. The work on India has also been
enriched by, and has much to contribute to, the current literature of
underdevelopment and development policies.

There is thus clearly a need for a general survey of the field. On the
other hand, research is growing at an accelerating pace. It is no longer
possible to sum up a static and somewhat limited body of knowledge. A
general survey must be in the nature of a stocktaking, which teports on
work already done and in process, but also points out areas of relative
darkness and encourages a redirection of future effort.

The editors were fortunate in that some of the authors did not merely
survey the field but undertook original work as part of their brief. As it
would have been extremely difficult as well as unwise to compress such
material just to meet demands of space, it was decided to let the volume
run into three parts. Part | opens with a broad description of the economy
in the middle of the eighteenth century, and then describes general
economic trends in four main regions up to the middle of the nineteenth
century. The lack of adequate data on all-India magnitudes such as
national income and population, and the fact that the national economy
was still in process of formation, dictated this treatment. Part I also
includes a discussion of changes in the agrarian structure up to the end of
1947, for the four main regions. These are ‘north India’: Kashmir,
Punjab, United Provinces, Rajputana, Central India Agency, Central
Provinces; ‘eastern India’: Assam, Bihar, Orissa and Bengal; ‘western
India’; Bombay Presidency and the native states of western India; and

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Xviii PREFACE

‘south India’: Madras Presidency, Mysore, Hyderabad and Travancore.

Part II takes up various themes for the economy as a whole: national
income; population; occupational structure; growth of large-scale
industry, handicrafts and small-scale industry; railways; irrigation;
money and credit; foreign trade and balance of payments; price
movements and fluctuations in economic activity ; the fiscal system. Part
III covers the Indian economy since Independence and the Pakistan
economy since Independence.

We have seen our task strictly as that of co-ordinating the work of
individual scholars. We have refrained therefore from imposing any
thematic unity. Authors were left free to decide their approach once they
had agreed to tackle a certain area. In planning the volume it was felt that
a division of chapters broadly along the types of economic activity
would best reflect the work being done. An alternative division, such as
along the lines of macroeconomic aggregates, is not feasible at the
present stage of our knowledge.

We are acutely aware of gaps in our coverage. The regional coverage
is uneven; in particular the native states have perhaps been inadequately
discussed. An obvious gap is handicrafts. The authors of chapter 111, on
economic change to the middle of the nineteenth century, deal with
handicrafts in their respective regions, and Professor Morris has a
section also in chapter vii, but given the continuing importance of
handicrafts we would have liked fuller treatment in a separate chapter.
But this perhaps is pre-eminently the area in which our function is to
point to the need for research rather than to summarize existing work.
We had plans to cover social structure and education but they proved
too ambitious.

The general policy of the Cambridge Histories is to keep footnotes to
the minimum and authors were requested to use footnotes mainly for
references to original sources. Some of our authors were made uneasy by
this policy, and it is only fair that the editors and the Press should bear
the blame for the paucity of footnotes. We had originally planned to
include copious bibliographies but the annotated bibliography of the
economic history of India being published by the Gokhale Institute of
Economics and Politics made this unnecessary. Each chapter has a brief
bibliography listing the most important works on the subject.

The original planning of this volume was done by Dharma Kumar.
Meghnad Desai joined her at a later stage to assist in the completion of
the task; he supervised the preparation of the bibliography and the
maps.

DHARMA KUMAR

MEGHNAD DESAI
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CHAPTER 1

THE MID-EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY
BACKGROUND

At its height the Mughal empire had imposed on the greater part of the
Indian sub-continent a fair measure of political unity. Centralized
administration, a uniform revenue policy, a network of inland trade
fostered by Mughal peace and active encouragement to an expanding
overseas commerce created conditions in which economic stimuli
travelled fast enough from one part of the empire to another. Prices in
the different ports and emporia moved along similar if not identical
lines. The empire was of course not a firmly unified modern nation state
and subsistence agriculture sustained a hard core of economic isolation
in all but the most commercialized regions. Yet imperial unification
under the Mughals had, beyond reasonable doubt, strengthened the
economic links connecting its far-flung territories and stimulated an
expansion of commerce and productive effort.

By the middle years of the eighteenth century the empire lay in ruins,
its once vast possessions reduced to ‘roughly a rectangular wedge of
territory about 250 miles from north to south and 100 miles broad’.1
The imperial governors did not formally deny their allegiance to Delhi,
but one after another they had asserted their autonomy: the Nizam-ul-
mulk in the Deccan in 1724 (his territories also included coastal districts
north of the Krishna river, and the Coromandel plains to the south), the
eastern provinces of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa in about 1740; Gujarat
and Sind in 1750, Oudh in 1754. Independent Pathan dynasties ruled in
Farrukhabad and Rohilkhand within striking distance of the capital. The
Rajput alliance destroyed by Aurangzeb’s wars was never completely
restored. In the far south, the former Hindu kingdom of Mysore was to
grow powerful under the adventurer Haidar Ali. The southernmost
parts were divided up into a number of small principalities.

The effete empire was threatened by the familiar spectre of invasions
from beyond the mountains to the north-west. In 1739, the Persian
emperor, Nadir Shah, defeated and plundered Delhi. The loot which
included the Peacock Throne and the Koh-i-noor gave the Persians a tax

1 Percival Spear, Twilight of the Mughals (Cambridge, 1951), 5.
3
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holiday for three years. Nadir also captured Kabul severing the empire’s
age-old links with Afghanistan. Ahmad Shah Abdali who carved out an
independent kingdom in Afghanistan on Nadit’s death continued to
harass Delhi. In 17512, the Punjab was ceded in an ineffectual attempt
to buy peace. In 1757 — the year of Plassey — Abdali captured Delhi
leaving behind an Afghan to watch over the emperor.

For a while the rising power of the Marathas seemed to offer an
alternative to the unifying role the Mughals had once played. They had
survived Aurangzeb’s onslaughts and under the leadership of the first
Peshwa were firmly entrenched in their home territories, besides
scattered possessions in the far south. Mughal territories in the Deccan
and central India paid them stipulated shares of the revenue to avoid
plunder. In 1738 they secured all tetritories between Narmada and
Chambal. In 1751, Orissa was ceded to them by the much-harassed
Nawab of Bengal. By now, to quote Elphinstone, ‘their frontiers
extended on the north to the Indus and the Himalayas, and to the south
nearly to the extremity of the peninsula: all the territory which was not
theirs paid tribute’. The dreams of a north Indian empire almost
materialized when the Mughal ruler sought their help against the
Afghans. Theit crushing defeat in 1761 at the hands of Abdali virtually
decided that the imperial mantle was not for their shoulders.

Historians of a later generation have equated the decline of the
Mughal empire with sharp downward trends in the Indian economy,
and assumed that by the mid-cighteenth century it had reached its lowest
ebb. In many parts of the empire for varying lengths of time, war and
anarchy did produce ditre economic results. Delhi declined through the
weakness of central authority and repeated incursions. A number of
contingents withdrew to the provinces and the metropolis lost its
primacy as a market for goods and services. Large groups of craftsmen
moved to other towns in quest of more secure livelihoods. By the mid-
eighteenth century the city was well on its way to becoming the deserted
garden of Ghalib’s melancholy poetry. Agra after 1712 was similarly in
decline. The Oudh manufacturers suffered from the loss of the Delhi-
Agra market.! The Sikh uprising blocked the trade routes to Lahore and
beyond, reducing this major emporium of inland and overland
commerce to a state of decay. In general, the flourishing urban centres of
north-western India were in a state of decay by the mid-eighteenth
century.2 In the eastern provinces of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa, the
Maratha incursions brought about ‘every evil attending a destructive
war . . .; a scarcity of grains in all parts, the wages of labour greatly
Y P. Basu, Oudb and the East India Company (1781-1801) (Lucknow, 1943), 135.

t H.K. Naqvi, Urban Centres and Industries in Upper India, 1556—1803 (London, 1968), 12f, 16,
19-20, 26, 143.
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enhanced; trades, foreign and inland, labouring under every disadvan-

tage and oppression’.! Manufacturers of cotton and silk migrated to east

Bengal in large numbers, deserting the arangs. The payment of large

‘ransoms’ and the flight of capital led to an acute scarcity of money. The

emergence of independent kingdoms multiplied customs barriers so that

Bengal’s inland trade links came to be confined to Oudh and Assam.2 In

the west, the premier port of the Mughal empire, Surat, decayed fast

owing to the loss of the Persian market, while the Maratha invasions
hastened the destruction of the Gujarat silk manufacture.?

Decline in the standards of administrative efficiency aggravated the
negative results of war and anarchy. In the days of Jahandar Shah,
revenue forming, that familiar spectre which invariably appeared at
times of administrative anarchy, was introduced on a large scale. Under
his successor, the khalisa (imperial domain) itself began to be farmed
out. The wazir’s deputy, Ratan Chand, violated the established
administrative practices and corruption reigned supreme.* Bankers and
speculators invested their money in ijaras. Powerful zamindars carved
out ta’alluqadaris and rich bankers emerged as absentee landlords. The
expansion of the bureaucracy had proceeded faster than the resources of
the empire had grown, and since the last years of Aurangzeb’s reign the
empire had experienced a scarcity of jagirs; the distinction between jagir
and the khalisa began to break down in consequence and by Muhammad
Shah’s time all khalisa lands had been assigned away. The revenue-
paying smaller zamindars in the imperial territory suffered severely at
the hands of the local officials, no longer subject to efficient central
control. The ijaradars’ excessive extortions ruined extensive areas.5
Territories beyond the immediate imperial controlalso suffered badly in
several instances. In eastern India, Alivardi’s new imposts levied to
make up for the loss of Orissa and to meet the cost of insurrections and
new monuments ruined both the ryots and zamindars. Production
suffered from these extreme exactions and prices increased by 30 per cent
or more in the 1740s and 1750s.8 In Gujarat, the establishment of
Maratha power in 1755 marked the beginning of general decay in
manufactures. ‘Insecurity of person and property, dwindling pro-
duction and population and disturbed conditions of industry and trade’
v ).Z. Holwell, Interesting Historical Events relative to the Provinces of Bengal and the Empire of Indostan

(London, 1766—67), 1, 15.

2 A. Dow, The History of Hindostan . . . (London, 1812), I, cxv.

3 The decline of Surat is discussed in graphic detail in Ashin Dasgupta’s Indian Merchants and the
Decline of Surat, 1700—1750 (Wiesbaden, 1979). Also see, K.K. Datta, Survey of India’s Social Life
and Economic Conditions in the Eighteenth Century (1707—-1813) (Calcutta, 1961), 86.

4 N.A. Siddiqi, Land Revenue Administration under the Mughals (1700—1750) (Bombay, 1970),
67-68, 71-72.

5 Ibid, 2-3, 36, 37, 92, 97, 99,
8 B. Gupta, Sirajuddaulah and the East India Company, 1756—1757 (Leiden, 1962), 33.
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characterized the economy of the region from the Andhra and Kanara
districts to Kerala and the southernmost part of the peninsula.
Concerned only with the maximization of revenue, the Nawab of
Carnatic assigned revenues to his creditors and the results were what one
would expect. Local chieftains administered revenue in most parts in the
most arbitrary manner, often farming out the right to collect.
Assessment was raised to ruinous levels and further enhanced by the
imposition of imposts.}

That political disarray and armed conflict had severely affected
economic life in many parts of the country is beyond doubt. It is not
equally clear that this implied a general decline in India as a whole. Even
at the heart of the much ravaged empire, Agra under Jat and Maratha
occupation was a flourishing city until 1787 with many of the wealthy
Delhi citizens finding refuge in its comparative security. In this region,
there appears to have been an eastward shift in the urban centres of
manufacture and commerce.

Despite the Maratha raids and Alivardi’s extortions, the real decline in
Bengal’s economy was largely a post-Plassey and even post-1813
phenomenon. The silk industry near Kasimbazar, nearly extinguished in
the 1740s by the Maratha raids, was again flourishing in the 1750s partly
in response to the rising demand in the UK.2 Cotton textiles, the major
manufacturing industry, flourished despite the negative consequences of
the Company’s monopoly till the loss of its export markets in the
nineteenth century. In the mid-eighteenth century, Bengal is estimated
to have had a million weavers. Bolts mentions that this industry,
presumably because of its great economic importance, was free from
Alivardi’s oppressions. Sugar, the third major industry of Bengal, was
similarly unaffected exporting 50,000 maunds per year as late as 17563
War did not by any means sever all major links of inland commerce. The
west Indian trade of Patna and Benares was virtually unaffected. In west-
ern India, as in Bengal, one discerns no uniform pattern of economic
decline, despite the Maratha ravages. As late as 1787, Dr Hove found a
large number of merchants of different races in Surat, besides a
flourishing export trade and shipping industry.* The ports of the Broach
district catering to a thriving coastal trade similarly showed ro signs of
decline. The sharp downward trend in many parts of southern India was
primarily the result of Hydetr’s wars and the pagoda tree shaking that
followed the Carnatic wars, rather than a feature of the pre-company era.
The evils of revenue farming were by no means new in this region. In the

U A Sarada Raju, Economic Conditions of the Madras Presidency 1800—1850 (Madras, 1941), 5-11.
2 W. Milburn, Oriental Commerce . . . edited by T. Thornton . . . (London, 1825), 11, 52.

3 Milburn, op. ciz., 11, 270.

4 Hove, Tosur for Scientific and Economic Research, 178f.
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seventeenth century they co-existed both in the Golconda kingdom and
the Hindu territories to the south with flourishing manufactures and
export trade. Their widespread prevalence in the mid-eighteenth
century is no conclusive evidence of economic decline.

Imperial decay was in fact compensated for to some extent by the pro-
sperity of the new provincial kingdoms and the emergence of new cen-
tres of trade and industry. As late as 1772, British officials wrote in envi-
ous admiration of Oudh’s flourishing agriculture under Shujauddaula
that his metropolis Faizabad ‘eclipsed Delhi, after the anarchy of
175961, in prosperity and magnificence’.! The familiar evil of revenue
farming was not common until the days of Sa’adat Ali. The Deccan
under its Asaf Jahi rulers was equally affluent. Benares, under a semi-
autonomous local raja, achieved a new level of prosperity. Wealthy and
skilled migrants from the capital contributed to the prosperity of the
provincial metropolis. In general, the effects of war and administrative
disarray were felt more in the west than in the east and to some extent the
losses of one region were the gains of another. When Surat declined, its
commerce moved to Bengal. The most striking evidence for the
resilience of the economy is to be seen in the power of the great financial
magnates like the house of Jagat Seth, who could despatch the entire
revenue of the Eastern Provinces as a hundi drawn on their Dethi agents.
If there was a subtle change in their economic role this was unrelated to
the wars or administrative decline, and is perhaps traceable to the
changing fortunes of trade.

Mrs Kindersley, writing in 1765 of the common people, could not
‘speak of them without pain’. She compared the poor of India with those
of England and concluded, ‘these are poor indeed ; scarce any covering,
their food rice and water; their miserable huts of straw ... ; no
liberty, no property, subject to the tyranny of every superior’? This
description, however, is strikingly similar to Pelsaert’s account of the
city poor in Jahangir’s Agra — except that in Mrs Kindersley’s account
water replaces ghi in the diet of the poor — and to Berniet’s description of
the peasants’ ‘debasing state of slavery’ in Aurangzeb’s time.3 Even the
better-off did not compare favourably with their counterpart in the
west : Bernier remarked on the deliberately ‘mean’ life-style of the richer
classes except when ‘protected by a powerful patron’. But, standards of
living were partly a matter of life-styles and not simply correlated to
income or wealth. Without doubt, the masses suffered terribly from the
ravages of war and the oppression of revenue farmers. The extent of

U A.L. Srivastava, Shuja-wd-daulah (Lahore, 1945), 11, 343, 367.

2 Mrs J. Kindersley, Letters from the Island of Teneriffe, Brazil, the Cape of Good Hope and the East Indies
(London, 1777), Letter No. 43.

3 F. Pelsaert, Jahangir's India (trans. by W.H. Moreland and P. Geyl) (Cambridge, 1925), 61.
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such suffering —in terms of the area affected and their long-term
effect — as compared to other periods is not, however, certain. Again,
the hard-pressed jagirdars of the Mughal empire and the wealthier
citizens of the metropolitan centres suffered an eclipse in proportion to
the decline in imperial fortunes. But the new provincial centres provided
fresh economic opportunities for the displaced monied classes. Wars, as
in modern times, were for many a source of profit. This was especially
true of those who became creditors to the state. Among the peasantry,
those who successfully evaded revenue payments — the raiyat-i-zor
talb — flourished as did agriculture under the protection of their
enlightened self-interest. All-in-all the evidence does not confirm a
dismal picture of economic ruin throughout the sub-continent nor even
suggest that things were significantly different from earlier times for the
greater part of the population. In the popular imagination the dim
twilight over Delhi has been seen as enveloping the entire realm. We do
not really know if this was in fact the case. For most features of the
economy the meagre evidence processed so far suggests continuity
rather than sharp change. It is even possible that the appearance of
change in several instances is simply due to the availability of relatively
detailed information as compared to earlier periods.

Oddly enough, the Persian records of the seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries do not mention the ‘jajmani system’, the complementary
relationship between groups of dominant peasant castes on the
one hand and service and artisan castes on the other, characteristic
of India’s rural economy — except for references to the perquisites
of the Patwari (village accountant), but the continuity of the system till
modern times, however, suggests its unbroken existence down the
centuries, and there is no reason to doubt its extensive prevalence in the
period under discussion.! In its essence this oft-described system centred
on the organization of production and distribution around the institution
of hereditary occupational castes, the ‘non-agricultural’ castes being
recompensed by traditionally fixed shares of the village produce and, in
some cases, by small plots of land. However, such castes appear to have
always retained some measure of freedom to sell their goods and
services. As a determinant of economic organization, caste was marked
by two mutually opposed traits. First, there was a tendency towards a high
degree of specialization, each particular occupation tending to develop
into an exclusive group. The dagbar who made leather bags for holding
ghi and sugar-cane juice was socially and occupationally distinct from
the chamar manufacturing shoes, leather ropes and drumheads. The
yoghurt-makers of Bihar were clearly distinguished into two mutually
exclusive sub-castes, the guriyas who first extracted the butter and the
1 Siddigi, gp. cit., 19.
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majrotis who first curdled the milk.! At the other end of the spectrum
there was a fair measure of flexibility and mobility. Agriculture as the
major economic activity provided the means of livelihood at least in part
for many caste groups whose hereditary occupations were different or
more exalted. ‘A very large proportion’ of the gentry (ashraf) in Bihar,
both Hindu and Moslems, actually cultivated with their own hands,
though they drew the line at holding the plough as did the Brahmin
farmers in the south. Rajputs, Pathans and ‘military Brahmans’, relying
on their reputation for ferocity in maintaining their status, could afford
to shed even this final scruple. Mobility from low ritual to high
occupational status was also known: among Bengali Kaibartas, an
agricultural caste, for instance, there were a few accountants and
clerks.? Some castes covered a range of occupations within which
movements to and fro were permitted. The panchalas or Kammalans of
Mysore, for instance, included the five trades of goldsmith, blacksmith,
coppersmith, carpenters and masons® Nor did the unchanging rural
organization prevent the movement of entire caste groups from one
region to another. Besides this fact of chinks in the armour of caste-
based rural economic organization, there appears to have been some
geographical limits to its spread. The incidence of the system now
described as jajmani was very weak in Bengal even if it did exist there in a
modified form. As with the caste-based system of production and
distribution, the element of continuity in agrarian organization was also
very strong.

The categories used in the Mughal revenue literature in describing
villages are a useful if somewhat indirect source of information on the
subject for northern India. The village (mauza) — the primary unit of
land revenue — included the arable, the inhabited area, pools, groves,
watercourses, forest and waste land, and had clearly demarcated
boundaries. The cultivated land was divided into plots and the average
village had about 1,000 bighas (3 bighas=1 acre) of arable. An
important distinction was between raiyati and ta’alluqa villages. The
latter were each held by a2 zamindar who paid tribute (peshkash) or
rendered military service instead of paying the usual land revenue; or a
number of villages might be jointly ‘owned’ by a body of zamindars
of whom one would engage to pay revenue on behalf of the rest, or
might form part of a new zamindari acquired through purchase.
Ra‘iyati villages were outside the jurisdiction of tribute-paying

! Buchanan, An Account of the District of Bibar and Patna in 1811-1812, 1, 26566, 330 (for
Kayastha farmers), 332 (for halwai, i.e., confectioners, cultivators), Vol II, 616f (for guriyas)
Buchanan’s various reports will be hereafter referred to by the district name of Patna-Gaya etc.

2 Buchanan, Bhagalpur, 237.

3 Thurston, Castes and Tribes of Southern India (Madras, 1909), III, 106f.
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zamindars and subject to the standard revenue regulations. There the
owners of superior rights in land engaged individually - not jointly
through a representative — for the payment of revenue, though there
were exceptions to this rule.

The identification of different levels of land rights in India has been
hag-ridden by the confused use of terms both in the Persian and the
English sources. Words such as ‘zamindar’, ‘ryot’ and ‘peasants’ have
been applied indiscriminately to social groups who have little in
common with one another. It is not unlikely that this confusion in
concepts had its counterpart in practice. One can, however, identify at
least two distinct classes of cultivators —a relatively small group of
‘owners’ with hereditary transferable rights in land described as
zamindari ra‘iyats, muqaddams or maliks and the many who tilled the
land without any such rights. The latter, variously named mazara, asami
or t‘aya in the Persian sources, usually paid revenue through the
‘owners’, and did not have even indisputable occupancy rights.
However, the owners were not supposed to collect more than the
assessed revenue except for their fixed perquisites, and very probably the
separation of assessment from collection — the latter alone being the
owners’ prerogative — ‘went a long way towards protecting the rights
and interests of the peasants’.! Something approaching fixed rents for a
period of time was known at least in some places. The abundance of
arable land and the consequent possibility of mass migration possibly
discouraged the violation of customary or contractual rights. We have at
least direct evidence to show that owners who successfully evaded
revenue payment did not oppress the mass of peasantry under them. The
oppression of the latter in the revenue paying areas is attributed to the
exactions of petty mansabdars. The owners only passed on as far as
practicable the burdens imposed on them with often disastrous effects
on agriculture and the agriculturist. However, at the level of formal
rights there was a distinction between peasants with hereditary rights
(maurusi) who could not be ejected, and the others who could be.
Madad-i-ma’ash grantees — men of religious merit who held revenue-
free land — had become virtually hereditary landowners with rights to
lease and sell their lands.? The institution of under-tenancy was such an
established fact of agrarian life in the early nineteenth century that it was
unlikely to have been of recent origin. Ashraf tenants habitually let out
their lands on a rack rent, though in some districts the practice was not
allowed.3 Moreover, the distinction between owners and the rest was

1 Siddiqi, op. ¢it., 13.
2 Jbid, 132-3.
3 Buchanan, Bbagalpur, 459f; Patna-Gaya Report, 1, 548; Purnea, 289, 427, 430.
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not always clear, for the owner-cultivators could also be, vis-z-vis some
of the land they cultivated, the mazara of non-cultivating maliks.

The existence of caste groups without any occupancy rights in
land - the counterparts of modern agricultural labour — is mentioned
both in the seventeenth-century sources and early British records on
north India. Direct references to such groups for this region have not yet
been traced in the sources for the period under discussion, but it would
be fair to assume that they existed. Forms of servile labour were
common enough in the Mughal empire and Buchanan mentions the
widespread prevalence of both servile and semi-servile forms of labour
in agriculture as also the existence of a marginal peasantry in eastern
India in the early nineteenth century. Hali or bonded agricultural labour
was also a feature of the agrarian system in Gujarat.

In the pre-colonial agrarian structure of northern India, two groups of
revenue extractors whose involvement in agricultural production was
virtually nil, were of enormous importance. What could be taken from
the producer was fixed in law by imperial regulations. What was actually
taken depended on the power and inclinations of jagirdars and
zamindirs, and increasingly so in the declining days of the Mughal
empire. Akbar’s attempt to replace the system of assigning revenue of
specified areas to officers as their pay by cash salaries, had very limited
success and totally lapsed by Shahjahan’s reign. As already noted, the
imperial domain or khalisa itself was assigned away in the days of
Muhammad Shah. An empire so weakened could not very well ensure
that the zabt or revenue schedules be respected in letter and spirit. In
fact, the scarcity of jagirs meant that the jagirdar’s actual income from
his assignment seldom equalled his ostensible salary. The majority of the
mansabdars could not afford to maintain the requisite contingents and
many farmed out their assignments to bankers and speculators from the
cities who now emerged as rapacious absentee landlords. The fact that
jagirs were tending to become hereditary contributed to this process. By
the mid-eighteenth century fresh assignments had become rare and
taking possession of such assignments even rarer. Already in the latter
years of Aurangzeb’s reign the revenue farmers exercised the right to
prepare new jama‘ or revenue assessments in total disregard of the zabt.
In 1721 the wazir Nizam-ul-Mulk tried to get revenue-farming
abolished at least in the khalisa. In 1723, he lost his wazirship for his
pains, so great was the power of the ijaradar. The revenue farmers’
increasing hold over the system was a feature of agrarian life in the mid-
cighteenth century as far as Gujarat and the Carnatic.

By this time, the zamindars had become crucially important in the
machinery of revenue extraction. Since the Mughal documents apply
this term promiscuously to political overlords or rajas, ‘proprietors’ of
the land, i.e., maliks or zamindati ra‘iyats as well as to the group at
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present under discussion, it is essential to have a clear idea of the role and
function of the revenue-collecting non-cultivating zamindar. The term
in this particular context was adequately defined by a ray-rayan,
ptincipal of the revenue department, as follows: ‘A zamindar is a petson
possessing hereditarily on the conditions of obedience to the ordinances
of government a tract of land . . . subject to the payment of revenue.” As
Sir John Shore explained, “The relation of a zamindar to government
and of a ryot to zamindar is neither that of a proprietor nor a vassal buta
compound of both. The former performs acts of authority unconnected
with property rights. The latter has rights without real property and the
property of one and the rights of the other are in a measure held at
discretion.”? The zamindari, whether acquired through conquest,
colonization, purchase or imperial favour, could be held on the basis of
paying a stipulated tribute or as a revenue assignment or as a non-
hereditary grant from the ruler. It varied from a share in a village to
rights over an entire district or sarkar. However, it generally appears to
have been a saleable hereditary right with which the imperial authority
did not normally interfere. The right to confiscate was exercised only in
cases of political delinquency. Even failure to pay revenue resulted only
in severe pressure to pay and at times the sale of parts of the estate. The
institution was widespread in the Mughal empire though it was different
from region to region in matters of detail. In Bengal, the entire land
revenue was realized from the zamindars who collected it from the ryots.
The basic demand on the zamindars appears to have remained constant
over time, though Murshid Quli Khan and his successors imposed
abwabs or additional levies in the same way as the zamindars did on the
ryots. But for this, in terms of rights and obligations, there was a clear
line of continuity in the zamindari system of Bengal between the pre- and
the post-Permanent Settlement era. The term ta’alluqadar referred to a
particular variation of zamindari right in north India. The ta’alluqadar, a
big zamindar, engaged on behalf of other zamindars to pay revenue. His
rights were usually hereditary, but not transferable. In Bengal, the same
term referred to a lower level of right. The Bengal talukdar was
generally 2 person who had acquired through gift or purchase from a
zamindar or higher authorities a unit of land for which he might
continue to pay revenue through the zamindar or directly to the
government. In the latter case, he was indistinguishable from petty
zamindars and in either case he too was a rentier who seldom had
anything to do with actual cultivation.?

Agrarian relationships in the south had many points of similarity with
their northern counterpart. The zamindar and holder of revenue-free
! N.K. Sinha, Economic History of Bengal, 11 (Calcutea, 1962), 1.

2 Jbid.
3 Siddiqi, op. cit., 21F; Sinha, op. ciz., Chap. 1.
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grant (inamdar) were familiar features of the agrarian scene as were the
agriculturists with hereditary superior rights in land (mirasdar) and
tenants holding land from all these three groups on the basis of a variety
of arrangements. There were, however, significant differences, not
merely with regard to specific agrarian institutions not to be found in the
north, but the entire character of the agrarian economy. At the level of
rights in land, on the one hand, the purely economic dimensions of
proprietorship — especially the rights of sale, transfer and mortgage
dependent on the growth of a land market — were more fully articulated
than in the north; on the other, the agrarian structure in the south
appears to have been bound up far more closely with social institutions
in general, caste in particular.

The structure of rights in land provided the broad social framework
for production and distribution in agriculture. Revenue and rent — both
the level of assessment and the arrangements for collections — were
crucial determinants of the actual distribution of the income generated
in the agricultural sector and, hence, of the incentives to production.
The power of the state and the social groups who extracted rent, and
non-economic considerations like the status of the rent payer, besides
the producers’ subsistence needs, defined the limits of demand. In the
Mughal or erstwhile Mughal territories, the assessment varied between a
third and a half of the gross produce. It could, however, be as low as a
ninth in areas of low productivity. Gujarat-under the Marathas paid 50
per cent or more. The assessee had to pay ‘extras’ virtually everywhere.
In Bengal, Alivardi’s exactions — partly a result of the demands imposed
by the Marathas —adversely affected agricultural productivity. In
Mysore, before Haidar’s rule, the state took as much as two-thirds of the
gross produce from the watered lands. Our information as to the level of
assessment on producers in zamindari areas is meagre, though these
areas appear to have been relatively lightly assessed at least in places. The
variation in rates of rent was enormous, being often a matter of status
and influence, the poor labouring castes generally paying higher rates
for land of worse quality as compared to the ashraf or high-caste gentry.
Few had proper documents ot deeds of occupancy rights (patta) and the
illiterate tenant could be cheated easily with unfair pattas. The rich were
seldom molested. In Bihar and Uttar Pradesh the ashraf tenantry,
encouraged by their zamindars, had long traditions of predatory
warfare. The armed peasants of these areas also acted with a measure of
independence and were generally free from exactions. The weak sought
redress from the oppressions of a zamindar or an amil by running away.
In the south, the custom of not giving up runaway farmers was some
check on excesses.

No doubt, the producer’s residual income depended on how much
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was taken from him rather than the manner of extraction. Still, division
of crop — while it should have in theory distributed the risks and profits
evenly between the state and the producer — was in practice the most
extortionate method of collection. But the main system of collection was
one under which schedules of assessment were based on average yield
and prices. Here both risks and profits went mainly to the assessee.
Payment of revenue and rent in cash became increasingly common in the
eighteenth century and there was a corresponding growth in exchange
activities in agriculture. The pressure to sell generated by this
development and the disadvantages from which the producer suffered in
consequence must have been reduced to some extent by the fact that the
revenue in cash was payable in four to six instalments. In ra‘iyati areas,
the ‘amildar had the responsibility to give takkavi loans to indigent
peasants without resources to carry on cultivation. In one district,
Shahabad, Buchanan found that zamindars traditionally gave takkavi
loans; this was also known, if not very common, elsewhere. But takkavi
from the zamindar was repayable immediately after harvest and hence of
little advantage to the peasant: it put him under a pressure to sell and
often meant a vicious circle of indebtedness.

By the mid-eighteenth century, development of market forces had
made deep inroads into the subsistence character of Indian agriculture,
though the producer continued to meet all his requirements of food out
of his own produce. But, at least in some areas, the poorer agriculturist
depended on the trader-moneylender for the supply of seed and
foodgrains six months in the year. The involvement of farmers with
trade and of traders with farming, the extensive dependence of market
orientated production on advances from buyers, the wide prevalence of
rural markets and their links with the arteries of inland commerce, very
substantial growth of non-food crop production and some tendency
towards their localization — all these developments were features and
indicators of increasing commercialization.

It is not known if commercialization led to any increase in aggregate
output or productivity. There is little reason to doubt that in regions
supplying the export trade or the vast inland market, there had been
substantial increase in the acreage of indigo, mulberry, poppy and
sugarcane in course of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.
New crops like tobacco and maize and a variety of edible fruits brought
in by the Mughals and the Portuguese were by now widely grown.!

Agriculture and horticulture in India were thus receptive to new
items and responsive to market demand. Yet farming technology was

U G. Watt, Dictionary of Economic Products of India, V1, Pt iv, 334—5; P.K. Gode, Studies in Cultural
History, 1. 4467, 450.
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remarkably backward and stagnant, not only as compared to that of the
agricultural revolution in Europe or of Tokugawa Japan, but also in
relation to mainland China. No doubt in an agrarian society of such
antiquity and sophistication, agricultural technology could hardly be
altogether unchanging. Yet the only new technique of any importance
so far attributed to the Mughal age is that of horticultural grafting.?

Though conditions varied widely from region to region, the
deficiencies of the implements and techniques observed by Buchanan
near Seringapatam were largely true of the country as a whole.

Ameliorating succession of crops [as distinguished from multiple cropping
round the year which could affect productivity negatively rather than
positively: TR] is utterly unknown; scarcely any attention is paid to the
improvement of the breed of cattle, and still less to providing them with
sufficient nourishment. . . Owing to the extreme imperfection of their imple-
ments, and want of strength in their cattle, a field, after six or eight ploughings,
has numerous small bushes remaining as upright in it as before labour
commenced ; while the plough has not penetrated above three inches deep, and
has turned over no part of the soil . . . The plough . . . has neither coulter nor
mouldboard, to divide, and to turn over the soil; and the handle gives the
ploughman very little power to command its direction. The other instruments
are equally imperfect . . .

In the region thus described, the plough had at least an iron share.
Besides, rakes, hoes and harrows were in use, in addition to a number of
small iron instruments like the weeding-iron. In many parts of Bengal,
even the iron share was not used, while in the region below the Western
Ghats there were ‘no carts, no drill plough, no rake nor hoe drawn by
oxen’. While the quality of cattle was poor in the south, it was much
superior to that in eastern India, especially Bengal. In the south generally
mote attention appears to have been paid to manuring than for instance
in eastern India. Dung-hills and pits for collection of cattle dung and
leaves, separate pits for ashes and household sweepings, composts of
dung, ashes and mud, the practice of folding cattle on dry fields before
ploughing — such features of careful husbanding of manure were fairly
common in the south and less so in the east, where use of cow dung as
fuel was much more in vogue. Such wastage was not always linked to
lack of alternative sources of supply : at times cow dung was preferred as
fuel simply because it could be collected close to the house and cost less
trouble to bring home than wood. Collection of ordure from cities for
manuring — a long established trade in China and a flourishing one in
Tokugawa Japan — was rarely found in India.?

1 Irfan Habib, ‘The Technology and Economy of Mughal India’, Dev Raj Chanana Lecture, Delhi

1970 (Mimeographed), 6—-7.
2 Buchanan A Journey from Madras through the Counties of Mysore, Canara and Malabar (hereafter
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Backward technique was no doubt often the result of the great
poverty of the agricultural masses. As already mentioned, in many areas
the poor farmer did not have enough stock for even a single plough.
Even to buy a simple instrument like a beam costing Rs. 11 several
farmers had to pool their resources. In such regions carts were not used
and even animals rarely used to carry loads. Often the breed of cattle was
too poor or ill-fed to drag anything heavier than the very primitive
ploughs in common use. It was not that the peasants were unaware of
the possibilitiesof improvementor psychologically averse to innovation.
But in their situation they could not take any risk until the profitability
of new techniques or implements was demonstrated beyond reasonable
doubt. At one place in South Kanara the peasants told Buchanan that
they could treble the land under cultivation if the expenses were
reimbursed through remission of taxes. As things stood, they averred,
‘the expense is great and the returns are small’. With revenue assessment
geared to 50 per cent or more, in contrast to China’s 5 to 6 per cent, the
Indian peasant had little incentive to invest labour or capital. Some of
the characteristic features of Indian agriculture are traceable to a sense of
economic insecurity. Chief among these was the practice of mixing
different varieties and species of plants in the same crop, evidently as a
precaution against total failure. This, as well as the constant succession
of crops, reduced productivity, but was some protection against famine.
Besides, the immense variety of articles cultivated — and numerous
different sorts of each — enabled the farmer to suit his crop better to the
various soils and seasons. Of course, practice in this regard varied from
region to region, yet in general the emphasis appears to have been on the
cultivation of a wide variety with little attention to the relative
advantage of various crops.

One striking fact about Indian agriculture in pre-colonial and early
colonial days is the very high yield per acre — which cannot be explained
away simply as errors of observation — despite the obvious shortcom-
ings of agricultural practice.! The figure quoted by Henry Elliot for
wheat per acre in early nineteenth-century Allahabad — 56 bushels — may

Journgy), 1, 42, 122, 125; 11, 254, 111, 45, 149; also see his Dinajpur, 215. Buchanan, Patna-
Gaya 11, 353, 531; Bhagalpur, 435; Dinajpur, 215, 218. For the superiority of agricultural
implements and techniques in China, especially use of wind power, see M. Elvin, The Pattern of the
Chinese Past (London, 1973), 119ff; also R.H. Myers, The Chinese Peasant Economy (Cambridge,
Mass., 1970). For a discussion of technological progress in agriculture in Tokugawa Japan, see
T.C. Smith, Agrarian Origins of Modern Japan. Itis worth nothing that Buchanan’s references to the
depressed state of agriculture in Bengal are in sharp contrast to the seventeenth-century
accounts—such as Bowrey’s— of the region’s affluence. One wonders if the difference is to be
explained with reference to the Nawabs’ exactions and, even more, the post-Plassey plunder.
! H.M. Elliot, Memoirs etc. of the Races of the North-Western Provinces of India (London, 1869), I,
341-2. Elliot’s source of information was Dr Tennant’s Indian Recreations written in 1803.
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well be an exaggeration. But Buchanan’s statistics relating to southern
and eastern India for approximately the same period are described by the
author as evident understatements, the information being collected
from peasants anxious to hide the true yield of their lands. To take a few
representative examples, in the Coimbatore area rice output per acre
with good water supply was estimated at 46 bushels and with scanty
water supply at 32.8 bushels; on dry fields cotton yield was 425 Ibs. per
acre. In a less fertile tract — and productivity also varied dramatically
according to agricultural practices — the figure for cotton could be as
low as 271 lbs. In the Patna-Gaya area, the yield of rice, maize and wheat
were estimated respectively as 240, 300 and 200 seers per bigha.! Even
the lower figures do not compare very unfavourably with the average
yield of wheat under scientific cultivation in the UK in the mid-
nineteenth century (about 28 bushels). The average yield of wheat in UK
was 30.1 bushels in 1885—9 and 32.62 in 1909—13. The average yield of
cotton in the USA in the latter quinquennium was 187.8 lbs.2 Buchanan
suggested that these levels of yield were rather misleading because
Indian farming practice was wasteful of seeds. Comparing Sira in
Mysore to the Scottish Highlands he wrote: “With the wretched climate
and agriculture of the highlands of Scotland, four seeds of oats is
reckoned a good crop’, and at Sira, the farmer expects 64-fold from his
field of jola: but after deducting seed, the Hindu has only 17} and the
highlander 18 bushels from his acre, ‘for on the acre the farmer sows
nearly 24 times as much seed as the latter does’ 3 It is worth noting that
despite the technological deficiency thus described, and the fact that the
Hindu did not have the advantage of scientific agriculture — the net
figures are comparable. Besides, it is not clear how general was the
practice criticized by the observer. Perhaps the relatively small size of the
population permitted the cultivation of only the more fertile land, so
that even a backward technology could secure high yields.

A relatively stagnant technology and rather rudimentary implements
were characteristic features of manufacturing as well. Both early modern
Europe and mediaeval China were far ahead of mid-eighteenth century
India in such crucial fields of technology as the use of wind and water
power, metallurgy, printing, nautical instruments, and basic tools and
precision instruments. Here again, of course, the pattern was not one of
total stagnation, but rather of a general indifference to labour-saving
devices. The marvels of Mughal architecture were achieved without the
aid of wheelbarrows. The task of spinning was made easier probably by
the mid-seventeenth century by devising a crank handle; but there it

1 Buchanan’s Journey, 11, 1578, 25; Patna-Gaya, 11, 750.

2 W.S. Wotinsky, and E.S. Wotinsky, World Population and Production(New York, 1953), 550; U.S.
Department of Agriculture, Yearbook, 1914 (Washington, 1914).

3 Journey, 1, 412.
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stopped while China had moved on to the multi-spindle wheel not later
than the beginnings of the fourteenth century.! The opinion that ‘in
India it is seldom that an attempt is made to accomplish anything by
machinery that can be performed by human labour’, evidently had some
basis in fact.? The indifference to technological progress was in sharp
contrast to the extraordinary sophistication of manual skills. By the end
of the seventeenth century, the Indian weaver could reproduce on his
rudimentary looms ‘the nicest and most beautiful patterns’ imported
from Europe.? Yet, on the debit side, India failed to produce proper cast-
iron, manufacture the glassware which fascinated her royalty and
aristocracy, use her coal despite the availability of surface deposits and
develop deep mining except in the case of the horizontal diggings on the
Salt Range. In sharp contrast to China, mechanical clocks from
Europe — much admired toys in the Mughal courts — were never
imitated or taken apart out of curiosity. Nautical instruments like the
compass and the telescope were known but never used. As against this
largely negative record, Indian technology had two substantial achieve-
ments to its credit, both of an imitative nature: the production of a ship,
mainly in Surat, as good as any that Europe sent out to Asia and
manufacture of heavy guns, inferior though they were to those of
Europe. By the mid-eighteenth century, modifications in the technique
of raw-silk reelings, indigo and saltpetre manufacture and the arts of
dyeing and printing cloth had been effected at the instance of the
European companies, but none of these changes proved to be the
starting point for major technological changes nor did they, taken
together, constitute a point of departure in industrial history.

The relatively unchanging character of Indian technology both in the
long period and at the time under discussion has not been satisfactorily
explained. One likely factor is the relatively slow change in market
demand. China’s vast internal market, held together by centuries of
imperial unification and integrated by its network of waterways, and the
large-scale migratory movements southwards followed by a population
explosion created a pressure on supply for which there is no Indian
parallel. While it is reasonably certain that Mughal peace and the trade of
the European companies led to an expansion of the domestic and
overseas markets, the rural sector of the Indian economy remained by
and large a source of supply rather than a market for products — a serious
limit on the overall size of the domestic market. As to overseas trade, its
magnitude in relation to the economy of the sub-continent was

1 Irfan Habib, ‘The Technology and Economy of Mughal India’, 9, 12, and Needham, Science and
Civiligation in China, 1V, 2, p. 103.

2 Buchanan, Jowrney, I, 41.

3 ]. Ovington, .4 Voyage to Surat in the Year 1689 (ed. H.G. Rawlinson, London, 1929), 166. Also
Bernier, 254.
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necessarily insignificant owing to the nature of pre-modern transport.
Hence, the increase in output necessary to meet the augmented demand
could be adequately secured through very limited changes in technology
and somewhat more thoroughgoing alterations in the organization of
production. A further factor inhibiting technological change was the
tradition of minutely specialized hereditary skills built into the caste
system. ‘A job which one man would do in Holland’, commented
Pelsaert, ‘passes through four men’s hands before it is finished.” He
mentioned a hundred different crafts in Agra which was probably an
understatement. To give only one instance of specialization, while the
zurdoz made the embroidered part of the fine shoes, the kufsdoz joined
the embroidered part to the leather. The magic hand of the master
craftsman did one particular job at a level of almost incredible
excellence, applying skills transmitted down the centuries. Resistance to
low-skill labour-saving technology, for reasons psychological and
practical, would necessarily be strong in such a context.

One gets scattered hints of other factors at work. Ovington ascribes
the non-adoption of printing in India to a concern for the scribes’
prospects of employment.! In 1672, the Dutch in Coromandel had
successfully introduced a technique which quadrupled the rate of
production of iron nails and cannon balls. Local authorities banned the
new technique for it might deprive many blacksmiths of their
livelthood. One cannot generalize from such stray examples. However,
the fact remains that the Indian artisan, like the craftsmen organized in
guilds in mediaeval Europe, operated in a world of limited markets. A
concern for security of employment is a familiar element in the economic
ethos in such situations.

Manufacturing organization, though less unchanging than tech-
nology, was marked by strong features of continuity in the mid-
eighteenth century. The rural consumer was still dependent for the bulk
of his manufactured goods on local produce, much of it distributed
through the ‘jajmani system’, rather than secured through any form of
exchange. The evidence for the involvement of peasants in manufactur-
ing is, however, much clearer now than for the earlier periods. Besides
the familiar by-employment of spinning, a major occupation of peasant
women, coarse cloth was produced by peasants for their own con-
sumption in regions as widely dispersed as Mysore, Maharashtra,
Punjab and north Bengal.? Peasants’ manufactures were at least partly

1 Ovington, op. ¢it., 149.

2 M. Wilks, Historical Sketches of the South of India (L.ondon, 1810-1817),1, 118; Buchanan, Journey,
1, 218; II, 263; R. Montgomery Martin, The History, Antiquities, Topography and Statistics of
Eastern India, 2vols. (London, 1838), 11, 976 ; R.D. Choksey, Economic History of the Bombay Deccan
and Carnatac (1818—1868) (Poona, 1951), 213; D. Ibbetson, Punjab Castes (Lahore, 1961), 302.
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for disposal in the market even in earlier centuries. In the manufacture of
products closely linked to agriculture — e.g., raw silk, indigo, sugar and
oil — the peasant was often indistinguishable from manufacturers.
Certain extractive industries like salt, saltpetre and, more surprisingly,
iron, were also largely in the hands of part-time peasants or peasant castes.
In Bihar, for instance, iron ore was mined and smelted by peasants who
devoted five months in the year to this task. The tendency towards
specialization, characteristic of all manufacturing activities in India, was
probably never absent from the traditional ‘agro-manufactures’. The
same peasant did grow mulberry, raise silk-cocoons and produce silk
yarn or cultivate sugarcane as well as produce sugat. At the same time,
distinct hereditary occupations connected with the different stages of
silk production and castes whose exclusive function was saltpetre
production or oil-pressing were equally characteristic of the traditional
economy. It is possible, but by no means certain, that the tendency
towards specialized market-orientated production had gained in mom-
entum over time among the peasantry.!

The weight of qualitative evidence is, however, clear on one point:
many traditional crafts were practised by hereditary artisan castes living
in villages (except for textile manufacture) and receiving customary
shares of the village produce, often supplemented by rent-free land and
cash payments. It is equally clear that at least some hereditary rural
artisans also produced for a wider market, or were paid in cash or kind of
their produce. In addition to their perquisites, the village potters in
Bengal sold their ware to petty traders, their counterparts in
Maharashtra and the carpenters in Tamilnad received additional
payments for making bricksand building houses respectively. While one
can cite many more instances of this sort, we cannot assess the relative
quantitative weight of these activities. The assumption that the rural
artisan functioned mainly within a framework of customary arrange-
ments and subsistence-orientated production is probably still valid. In
the eighteenth century, threats to the stability of the system, if any, arose
not from the development of the market but through attacks on the
artisans’ traditional rights — like seizure or forced mortgage of their
rent-free lands — by politically powerful social groups who took advan-

1 A.l Chicherov, India — Economic Development in the 16th — 18th Centuries — Outline History of Crafts
and Trade (Moscow, 1971), 47-51. Professor Chicherov suggests that there was a distinct
movement towards specialized manufacturing professions among peasants engaged in ‘agro-
manufactures’. The sixteenth- and seventeenth-century sources he cites as evidence, however,
emphasize equally non-specialized manufacturing activity by peasants. Even Buchanan writing in
the early nineteenth century presents a similar picture though by then the peasantry was evidently
far more involved with manufacturing for the market.
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tage of government weakness. Definite evidence for such usurpation is,
however, available only for Gujarat and Maharashtra.l

If the traditional system of rural manufactures was evidently not in
decline, it co-existed and was to some degree involved with a
commercialized sector of artisan industries — both rural and urban — in
which the producers were not servants of village communities. During
the days of Mughal rule, this sector appears to have steadily expanded in
response to a growing domestic and export market. As already noted, it
is by no means clear that the political turmoils of the eighteenth century
led to a regression in manufactures on a sub-continental scale. Artisan
industries catering to an extensive market were very much a feature of
the mid-eighteenth-century scene. Production of secondary goods for
the market covered a very wide range of items — from agricultural
implements and metal utensils for rural and urban consumers, to silk and
cotton fabrics for transcontinental markets. In pre-colonial India,
manufacturing remained a predominantly rural activity and the mu-
tually complementary division of economic functions between town and
country with the former concentrating on manufactures — characteristic
of the mediaeval European experience — did not emerge. Despite this
strong rural bias, localized centres of manufacture, both urban and rural,
were definitely a feature of the traditional economy. Entire quarters
inhabited by manufacturers of particular commodities were a character-
istic feature of traditional towns and cities. The growth of the domestic
and export markets stimulated the tendency towards localization,
especially in textile manufactures and in coastal territories like Bengal,
Coromandel and Gujarat, around the inland emporia and the centres of
export trade. In the 1750s in Bengal, Orme found hardly a single village
near the main roads and large towns where every inhabitant was not
engaged in the manufacture of textiles. By the mid-eighteenth century,
the staples of long-distance trade were procured almost entirely from the
arangs, or localized centres of production, rather than from scattered
groups of producers or local markets. The European Companies’
trading stations provided important nuclei for this development,
contributing to the growth of major new cities like Madras and Calcutta.

Closely associated with the localization of manufactures was the
phenomenon of the merchants’ growing control over the producers and
production. Here, again, one encounters a feature of economic
organization which was by no means new and in the absence of
quantitative information, especially for earlier epochs, it is impossible to
assess the extent to which this control grew over time. The possibility of

L J. Forbes, Oriental Memoirs . . . (London, 1813),1I, 41-5; W.H. Sykes, ‘On the Land Tenures of
the Dukhan’, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1835—6, 225.
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very considerable growth is, however, suggested strongly by all relevant
sources of information. The most characteristic instrument of the
merchants’ control was the system of dadni, or advance of cash and raw
material. While dadni could simply be related to particular orders,
leaving the artisan free to produce and sell all his other manufactures, in
practice it had the effect of binding particular groups of manufactures to
a merchant or 2 European company and attempts to poach on rights of
commercial rivals were jealously warded off. A spectacular instance of
such control was that of Kasi Viranna and his partners in the 1670s over
the entire coast from Madras to Armagaon where whole settlements of
weavers were called “Viranna villages’. In the early decades of the
seventeenth century, the European trading companies secured their
staples of trade through a variety of means which included purchases in
the open market as well as from producers in the countryside through
brokers or agents. So far as our evidence goes, by the later years of the
seventeenth century and surely by those of the eighteenth, both the
European companies and Indian traders procured virtually every
commodity for the market — from Bengal and Coromandel textiles and
Bihar saltpetre to Bayana indigo, Kashmir shawls and even Bihar
iron — on the basis of the dadni system, if not some even more direct
system of control over the artisan.! The Companies’ procurement from
the arangs was entirely dependent on dadni.

The changes in the organization of manufactures induced by the
market actually went a step further. In a whole range of manufactures,
from textiles to shipbuilding, artisans began to receive from the traders
not only raw material or cash advances but daily wages. In several
instances, they worked under the direct control and supervision of the
traders. The employer/wage-worker relationship was thus fully in-
stalled. However limited in scale, or as a proportion of the total volume
of economic activity, here indeed was a development with immense
potentialities. In the 1670s, the order suppliers of the English company
at Madras mention the wages of their weavers.2 By the mid-eighteenth
century, Bengal traders, Armenians in particular, set up silk reeleries of
their own with ‘nakads’ or winders working on a wage basis, an
institution which the Company had to destroy by force after Plassey as
it was a challenge to their ambitions of monopoly.31n fact, the European
companies had set up production units for printing cloth or winding
silk employing 200 to 300 wage workers in the early decades of the
U The Diaries of Streynsham Master, 16751680 etc. (London, 1911),1, 400; 11, 114; English Factories

in India, 1665—1667, 138—40; W. Moorcroft and G. Trebek, Travels in the Himalayan Provinces of
Hindustan and Punjab & ¢ from 1819 to 1825 (London, 1841), 11, 178. M. Martin, ep. ciz., 11, 265.
2 Streynsham Master, 11, 147.

3 W. Bolts, Considerations on Indian Affairs, Particularly Respecting the Present State of Bengal and its
Dependencies (London, 1772), 194-5.
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seventeenth century. The very large organizations known as karkhanas
set up by the Mughals in the imperial and provincial capitals which
survived till the 1780s were geared to the needs of the royalty and the
army rather than to production for the market. Nevertheless, these were
instances of large-scale employment of wage labour under centralized
control and as such not irrelevant to the possibilities of future
development. Economically, the most significant development of large-
scale organization for manufacturing was in shipbuilding. The organi-
zation for the purpose, set up by traders or ‘master-carpenters’ to meet
specific orders on a contract basis, remained ad hoc in character till the
end of the eighteenth century, but here was the beginning of a genuine
entrepreneurial activity and infer alia, of a major entrepreneurial group,
the Parsees.

The Parsee master-carpenter building ships for European comp-
anies with the help of hired labour represented the most advanced
form of a manufacturing organization found in other industries as well.
Not all artisans were dependent on dadni or controlled by merchants. In
mid-eighteenth century Bengal there were affluent weavers employing
their own capital who sold freely on their own accounts. In mid-
eighteenth century Lucknow, the number of ‘apprentices’ so employed
by a master printer of textiles could be as high as 500. It is not clear if
they worked at home or in their masters’ establishments. In the Kashmir
shawl industry the large workshops containing up to 300 looms were in
fact the property of master craftsmen (ustads) and four-fifths of the sales
proceeds, net of cost, was distributed among the workmen, the fifth
being the ustad’s share.! Some carpenters in Bengal and Bihar similarly
hired workers and when the lattet’s number was sufficiently high, the
proprietor of the workshop stopped working himself. The emergence
of artisans as ‘capitalist-entrepreneurs’ — Marx’s ‘truly revolutionary
way’ in the transition from mercantile to industrial capitalism — was thus
not absent from the Indian scene.

A curious fact about the pre-colonial manufacturing organization is
that the presence or growth of ‘capitalistic’ features modified but little
the traditional caste basis of the entire system. The fantastic degree of
specialization in textile production was linked to the fact that each
variety of cloth was the speciality of a particular sub-caste. The artisans’
guild was in fact the local caste guild of manufacturers of particular
commodities, the head of the caste ensuring the maintenance of
traditional methods and standards. Even the control of the merchants

! For Lucknow apprentices, see H. Kabir, Mirga Abu Talib Khan (Patna, 1961), 20; D. Havart, Op-
en andergang van Cust van Coromandel (Amsterdam, 1693), I1, 13- 14; Buchanan, Journey, 1, 212,
217. For the Kashmir ustad, see Moorcroft and Trebek, op. ¢iz., 11, 166-79.
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over artisans was at times organized as the control of the formers’ caste
guild over the latters’ as, for instance, in the agate industry in Gujarat.!
One major exception to this pattern was the movement of other castes,
including peasants, into the profession of weaving, but this seems to
have made little difference to the primacy of birth as the determinant of
one’s occupation.

A measure of dynamism, expectedly foreign in origin — has been
attributed to at least one sector of India’s pre-colonial economy, namely
overseas trade. In the latter half of the seventeenth century the European
companies strengthened India’s traditional trade links with the Asian
and east African markets and greatly augmented her exports to Europe,
west Africa and the New World. The participation of Asian, particularly
Indian, merchants in this trade which had suffered in the sixteenth
century owing to Portuguese efforts to control it at gunpoint, revived
and expanded. Later European ambitions of emulating the Portuguese
were inhibited by their mutual competition and dependence on Indian
political authorities for trade privileges. The records of the European
companies provide ample evidence of substantial increase in the volume
of their trade with India, though in the quinquennium preceding
Plassey, there was a decline. It is however doubtful if before the
establishment of the English Company’s political power, this trade ever
accounted for more than a small proportion of the region’s aggregate
commercial activity. The fact that as late as 1753 only a third part of the
cloth exported from Dacca was accounted for by the European traders is
by no means exceptional. According to Dow’s estimate, in the
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries Europeans including the
private traders (who were often no more than a ‘front’ for Asian
merchants) accounted for less than 50 per cent of Bengal’s trade in which
they were deeply involved.? For the sub-continent as a whole, the per-
centage was surely much lower.

Whatever the relative magnitude of European commerce in India, it
was undoubtedly a factor, though not the only factor — in the changing
direction and composition of India’s foreign trade. A major feature of
the changes in the map of India’s foreign trade in the first half of the
eighteenth century was the decline of Gujarat and the corresponding
increase in the importance of Bengal. Political disturbances in the
hinterland of Surat, #¢ port of the Mughal empire, and similar upheavals
associated with the decline of the Safavid empire affecting a major
market of the Gujarati traders explain this change. The Muslim

Y Gagetteer of the Bombay Presidency, Statistical Account of Cambay (1877), 30-2.
t J.A. Taylor, A Descriptive and Historical Account of the Cotton Manufactures of Dacca in Bengal
(London, 1851), 331. A. Dow, op. eit., 1, c-cii.
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merchants of Gujarat with their ships sailing to all countries from east
Africa to south-east Asia had long been the most important Indian
participants in the country’s foreign trade. Their decline increased the
relative weight of European trade. And since by now the predominant
concern of all the European Companies was with exports to Europe
rather than ‘country trade’, the change described implied the increased
importance of Europe as a market for India’s exports. Of the three main
regions concerned with the export trade in India, Gujarat had
concentrated on coarse textiles for consumption in the Asian and
Aftican markets; finer fabrics, including those in demand in Europe,
were the major exports of Coromandel and Bengal. The latter, besides
silk yarn and raw silk as also such traditional items as indigo and
saltpetre now accounted for a steadily increasing proportion of the
Companies’ exports from India. By the mid-eighteenth century, the
superiority of the English East India Company over her European rivals
was clearly established. This was a determining influence in the direction
of India’s trade, for the trade with Europe was by now the sole concern
of the English Company.

These changes in the direction, composition and control of India’s
foreign trade appeat to have had only very limited impact on the rest of
the economy. For one thing, the composition of imports which
traditionally included a range of comfort and luxury goods from various
parts of Asia, besides bullion and cheap metals, remained unaffected.
European products failed to find any sizeable market, perhaps mainly
because the cost of production and hence prices were much higher than
those of their Indian counterparts. The steady increase in the import of
bullion, with which Europe mainly paid for her Indian imports, is
believed by some to have contributed to an upward trend in prices
approximating to a price revolution. The evidence is, however, far from
conclusive. The'institutional and organizational innovations were more
significant. The example of impersonal and abstract trading
concerns — in sharp contrast to the personal family based business units
characteristic of India — marked a clear point of departure, and so did the
Companies’ attempts at standardization or insistence on supply accord-
ing to specifications, even though these were never entirely successful.
No indigenous replicas of the European Companies were ever attem-
pted, but semi-permanent ‘companies’, first introduced by the Dutch in
the seventeenth century, were a characteristic feature of Coromandel’s
commerce by the 1720s. In these concerns, the shareholders — usually
not more than fifteen in number — worked for the ‘Company’ rather
than on their own account. The Coromandel ‘companies’ were mostly
concerned with supplying textiles and other staples to the European
factories. Around the same time, the French floated ‘societies’, jointly
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with Armenians or Chettis, to equip vessels for south-east Asia and
China. Similar companies were set up for purposes other than
commercial as well: one such company employing 600 to 700 workers
built a bridge joining Madras to the Triplicane road. This important
innovation, however, appears to have remained confined to the
Coromandel Coast. The European Companies’ factories, especially
those along the coast, acted as centres for localization of manufactures,
attracting especially weavers, dyers and printers of textiles. In this,
however, they were not significantly different from the traditional
centres of localized production: Malda in the 1670s supplied Rs. 3 to 4
million-worth of textiles every year to Indian merchants at a time when
the European procurement from the same place was around Rs. 50,000.
The ‘textile belt’ from Puri to Sonargaon was not brought into being by
European demand. By and large, the Companies latched onto the
existing commercial organization for the procurement of their supplies
and it coped with their demand quite comfortably without undergoing
any major modification. Before 1753, their attempt to procure supplies
directly from the producers had very limited success. Even the centres
for processing or producing cotton textiles, silk yarn, saltpetre or indigo
set up under the factories’ auspices had their counterpart in similar
efforts undertaken by Indian merchants.

It is true that the tendency towards localized manufactures was
limited but nevertheless it showed the economy’s capacity for res-
ponse to expanding demand and hence its potentialities for
more basic changes. Moteover, in the relatively limited areas where
such developments were concentrated, their magnitude was not insig-
nificant. There is little to support the thesis that we have here the
anticipations of an industrial revolution, later frustrated by colonial
rule. On the other hand, the commercialized sectors’ capacity for
adaptation belies theories postulating built-in depressants guaran-
teed to frustrate all possibilities of the economy moving to a much
higher level of productivity. In fact, the very sophistication and
complexity of the market network and commercial organization
probably rendered major changes unnecessary for coping with
an expansion in demand which was small in relation to the economy’s
total output. Van Leur’s view of the typical Asian market as a patch-
work of minute, fragmented units was true of only the lowest level of
the entire structure, the hat or periodic rural market where the surpluses
from a few neighbouring villages were regularly exchanged by petty
traders or the producers. Even at the village level, there were the ganjes
and mandis, the local ‘marts for exports and import’, which were
essentially permanent wholesale markets. Every urban centre attracted
commodities from the immediate hinterland as also wares from other
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urban centres, both neighbouring and distant, which included both
town and country products : part of the wares so attracted were pumped
back into the channels of inland and overseas commerce. The great
centres of export like Surat, Masulipatam and Hughli and the inland
commercial emporia like Agra and Burhanpur were enlarged versions of
the urban market which acted as focal points in commercial networks in
covering the entire sub-continent.

A close look at India’s pre-colonial commerce reveals layer after layer
of market networks, often, though not always interlinked with one
another. Networks centring on the great emporia often acted as
conduits for long-distance trade without any involvement in the local
networks of many regions through which they passed. Hardly any of
Rajasthan’s produce entered into the trade from Agra to Surat, but the
textiles which the great Gujarat port secured from Bengal came from
many towns and villages in the latter province, through their interiock-
ing local networks of markets.

The inter-regional trade along the coastal as well as the inland routes
shows some evidence of economic integration -- the beginnings of a
‘national market’ — by the 1720s. The coastal regions of Gujarat,
Coromandel and Bengal had by now close mutual links in matters such
as money supply and commodity prices. Shortages of specie in Bengal
induced regular supplies of silver rupees from Surat and Coromandel.
The latter place, a gold currency area, now minted and exported at least
Rs. 500,000 a year while the export from Surat was a million or more.
Interest rates in Surat and Coromandel now responded to the level of
demand in Bengal where the cost of borrowing was determined by the
volume of bullion import into Surat. Malabar and south Coromandel
were now crucially dependent on food supplies from Bengal. Within
particular regions, especially Coromandel, where political interference
did not distort market forces, prices of commodities, bullion and specie
as also freight rates tended to settle at a uniform level in response to fast
increasing demand. The tendency towards integration was no doubt
true especially of the coastal markets. Yet output and prices of textiles in
Coromandel reacted as sharply to a shortage of indigo at Agra as did
Bengal cotton cloth production to a cotton scarcity in Gujarat.!
Tavernier’s description of caravans of 10—-12,000 pack oxen ‘carrying
rice to where only corn grows, and corn to where only rice grows, and
salt to the places where there is none’ refers to a feature of market
integration which predates our period at least by several decades.?

1 Indira Anand, ‘India’s Overseas Trade 1715-1725" (Ph.D. thesis, University of Delhi, 1969),

pp. 190ff.
¢ Tavernier, op. cit., 1, 32-3.
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Paradoxically, the political instability of the eighteenth century helped
strengthen the ties connecting distant credit markets. The use of bills of
exchange and hundis in place of ready cash became increasingly
common. By the middle of the eighteenth century the entire revenue of
the eastern provinces was sent as 2 hundi drawn by Jagat Seth on his
agents in Delhi. Towards the end of the eighteenth century, one comes
across another sign of market integration: in Bengal and Bihar urban
artisans are found producing coarse cloth for rural consumers. The one-
way flow of commodities from village to town was at last giving place to
a two-way traffic, but we do not yet know since when.

If van Leut’s account of miniscule markets was not applicable to
India, his characterization of Asian trade as ‘peddling” was even less so.
Merchants in India covered a wide spectrum in terms of their functions,
wealth and scale of operation. At one end of the spectrum we indeed
meet the ‘pedlar’; a very small trader with or without a pack ox to carry
his wares who bought from the producer and sold either direct to
the consumer or to a bigger merchant settled in towns. The
peasant—traders who dealt in their own wares as also those of their
neighbours often sold these to the ‘pedlar’. More affluent traders sold
one ‘investment” and bought another at the centres of local trade. Next
we have dealers who were essentially middlemen, like the aratiyas of
Bihar who stocked and sold on commission goods received from other
merchants or the goldars who had no capital, but only a warechouse and a
set of weights. The most ubiquitous form of middleman trade was that
of the dalals or brokers who worked on commission from other traders.
On receiving an advance, they sub-contracted for the orders with other
merchants (paikars) ‘who paid them a percentage share of the profits’.
The European companies in particular found it difficult to do without
the dalals who knew the local market well and could assess the
dependability of the merchants. However, to avoid the oligopoly of
merchants who received sub-contracts from the dalals, the English dealt
with a number of independent traders who had their own agents in the
arangs until they decided in 1753 to procure directly from the producers
through their own agents or gomastas. Among independent traders of
modest means, there was a tendency to specialize in a particular
commodity, especially among retailers. Buchanan mentions sixty-seven
types of retailers in Bihar, some of whom were manufacturers selling
their own wares. Wholesalers, especially of grains, who often dealt in
other commodities as well, could be considerable merchants and
generally took up moneylending as a sideline. The richer, professional
moneylender performed a crucial function in commerce by standing
security for the merchants when they accepted advances along with
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orders. Financial stability as well as goodwill were hence essential assets
for the average merchant who seems to have depended at least partly on
credit for his operations.!

The big merchant or financier with his headquarters in some great
centre of export or inland emporium, and his agents and dealer network
reaching out to producers distributed over extensive areas, belonged to
an altogether different class and was comparable to the merchant princes
of early modern Europe. The political turmoils of the eighteenth
century had by no means destroyed this class of traders. Even in her
declining days Surat had Abdul Gafur, whose trade was described as
‘equal to the English East-India Company’: he fitted out every year
twenty or more ships each with a stock worth £ 10 to 25,000 sterling.
The family fortune he founded survived down to the middle years of the
eighteenth century. Ahmed Chellaby of Surat, the Armenians Cojah
Sarhad and Cojah Wazid of Bengal, Suncarama Chetty of the
Coromandel Coast and the famous Jagat Seth, ‘merchant to the world’
were among other traders and financiers who commanded immense
resources and had considerable influence with the political authorities.
These were the men who participated in overseas trade with their own
ships, acted as creditors to the nobility and the administration, and at
times were involved in revenue farming as well.

One notices regional as well as functional specialization among
different ethnic-cultural groups of merchants. The commerce of a
particular region was dominated by merchants of a particular caste or
community, such as the Chettis in south Coromandel, the Komatis and
Muslims in the north, Muslims of diverse origin and Baniyas in Surat,
Pathans in north Bengal and Bihar, Bengali Hindus in southern Bengal,
Konkanis and Arabs in Malabar, Sindhis in western India and
Armenians everywhere but especially in Bengal and Coromandel. There
was, of course, some inter-regional movement and the Marwari
financier was beginning to spread out over an extensive region. The
Armenians performed a special role by developing flexibility and
geographical mobility and ability to measure and undertake risks of
overland trade. By the eighteenth century, overseas and even coastal
trade was dominated by Muslims while Hindus confined themselves

1 For a discussion of different types of markets, see K.N. Chaudhuri, ‘Markets, Merchants and the
Company: A Structural Analysis of Asian Trade in the 17th and 18th centuries’ (mimeographed),
paper presented at a Conference on Indian Economic and Social History, Cambridge, 1975. The
classification suggested in the present chapter is somewhat different from Dr Chaudhuri’s. For
description of typical market networks see Buchanan, Jourmey, 1, 198 (Bangalore and
neighbouring regions with Malabar, Maratha country, Central India etc.), 354-5 (inside
Mysore), 11, 116 (Mysore — Coorg); Patna-Gaya Report, 11, 671f. (for network centring on
Patna).
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mainly to the less risky inland trade and moneylending. Some Hindu
merchants of Surat continued to trade with the archipelago. This was
indeed a great change from the seventeenth century when Hindu traders
like Virji Vora and Chinanna Chetti maintained large commercial fleets
participating in most branches of inter-Asian trade.

The withdrawal of the Hindus, it had been suggested, was partly
caused by the tyranny of the Muslim officials and nobility and
Aurangzeb’s policy of religious intolerance. In fact, the rapacity of the
government and its functionaries has been repeatedly mentioned as an
influence which curbed the spirit of enterprise in commerce and
prevented the accumulation of capital over time. That many officials
were inclined to fleece one and all is beyond reasonable doubt; their
power to do so in practice is less certain. In the heyday of the empire, the
Hindu traders of Surat launched a strike in protest against the forced
conversion of one of their tribe and even after Aurangzeb’s government
had made ample amends, they continued to refuse credit to Muslim
merchants. Such demonstration of power was not exceptional and it is
unlikely that Hindu traders suffered meekly the oppression of Muslim
governments at a time when the latter were relatively powerless.
Sirajuddaula had to pay heavily for the luxury of slapping Jagat Seth. In
fact, the dependence of eighteenth-century administrations and nobility
on financiers like the great Fateh Chand suggests a pattern of
collaboration rather than conflict. The accumulation of vast fortunes by
traders, both Hindu and Muslim, does not indicate any killing off of the
mercantile spirit. In these circumstances, the relative abstinence of
Hindus from overseas trade is not easy to explain. We only note that
traders tried to confine their transaction within their community. If this
meant some measure of inter-communal rivalry, the success of the
Muslims in seaborne trade would be enough to explain the withdrawal
of the Hindus who dominated the inland trade of the country. That the
fortunes of the great trading families seldom survived a few generations
had a simple biological cause: no family can continue to produce
indefinitely men of exceptional ability, essential for the survival of
family-based business enterprises. One factor which would have
discouraged all participants in overseas trade was the growing domin-
ance of the English East India Company and their invidious privileges
from which the natives were excluded. The English private traders
interested in ‘country trade’ were illegal beneficiaries of these privileges.
Unable to compete with them, many small traders became their
financiers or traded through them. The indifference of land-bound
governments to the overseas trade of their merchants explains this
peculiar situation. When the greed of the English turned to the inland
trade of the country, their attempts to ‘engross’ this lifeline of the
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economy were immediately resisted. Thus was the road to Plassey first
opened.

The debate concerning the level of India’s economic development in
the pre-colonial era is unlikely ever to reach a satisfactory conclusion:
the basic quantitative information on output and productivity and the
relative weights of the different sectors is absent. In this state of one’s
knowledge, one can at best try to assess qualitatively the economy’s level
of performance in comparison with other countries and its likely
response to possibilities of revolutionary change in productivity and
structure. One school of thought finds nothing to distinguish between
ptre-colonial India and pre-industrial Europe in terms of performance
and potentialities: in fact, it has been suggested that in response to
expanding demand the country was moving towards an industrial
revolution, a prospect frustrated by the intervention of colonial rule. At
the other end of the spectrum of opinion, all Asian economies — Japan
alone excepted as a European-type society freakishly placed between
wrong longitudes — are seen as perpetually stagnant, technologically
backward, with low levels of output and institutional-ideological
features which precluded industrialization.

‘Backward’ or even ‘stagnant’ are not very appropriate adjectives for
describing the economy surveyed in this chapter. The performance of
even the subsistence-orientated agriculture was quite high, no doubt
owing to the availability of very fertile land for a relatively small
population rather than to any technological excellence. High pro-
ductivity implied possibilities of saving and investment as and when the
occasion would arise: the resources which went into the creation of the
Mughal monuments and supported that vast empire represented a very
substantial surplus. More important, there was a large commercialized
sector with a highly sophisticated market and credit structure, manned
by a skilful and in many instances very wealthy commercial class. It drew
upon a wide range of manufactures and commercial crops to supply an
extensive domestic as well as overseas market. India’s textile exports met
the basic requirements of cloth in several parts of south-east Asia and the
Middle East. The competitive power of this line of trade — based on very
low costs of production — is evident in the need felt by the British textile
industry for protective tariffs despite the high cost of inter-continental
trade. There are strong reasons to believe that the commercialized sector
of the Ind