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- { fa omies. Finally, new military technology spreading from
Conclusions ropean and Omoman sources upset the political balance and
lvanised the finances of castern kingdoms. Compact despolisms
srtificd with Turkish-style ordnance or European musketry e
thin the ambit of the old empires. This is one feature cormmon to
wers as diverse as Mahomed Ali's Egypt, Hyder Ali's Mysore or the
egional commanders of the Tung-chih restoration in mid-nineteenth-
mry China.
_. These \endencies can also be recognised in pre-British India. But they
3 i were often localised or incoherent, and have been Jost amidst the annals
;Ecgrcsem.e;i maxf more than the dq{::eri;fi?sufmn i of Mughal decline and European expansion. [t will be years before the
heydnpayusmof Euut Tom Lh“.‘ﬂﬁﬂmndpoin(,mcm;.m"m \niformitics and links can be plainly seen heneath the variety of
Satied ofnmdmpr?ﬂ dunum_mte in the mid-nineteenth centu ghteenth-century society and politics. But the emerging sy::lthesis is
and new social crﬂs::f:-s 5:1_:3 i the greation of nefg :-' ﬂ:: t‘}I.-:mm wul:hi;:h ik thon;hm C:ﬂ;rﬁ]:! mmm
broad forces were at work ;f”s“mkﬂdﬂmdﬂlineo{ ' of the changes Were Once L 1o c _mcﬁenmc_
expanding rapidly Risi.ng‘E]mmp':mmi and inter-Asian mﬁmﬁgmmcmmmmdm%
ilsﬁ:?t discovery IUF Nm_'ﬂ?ncrld silver, had w;g:;r:lzhm tory. In many ways, it is better to think of decentralisation or of the
c:r:atedm“a nmm. It enriched some Asian lords and mercl mercialisation of power within the Mughal polity than of anarchy.
o economic balance between the coastal regi 3 een 1720 and 1740 Mughal magnates began to amalgamate
o 'c! d:' terior of the contincnt. Secondly, the duu:!aa; provincial offices which had once been separate and to found new
adpldmw“ 24 scase] and relative political security triggered a wi dynastics. These regimes developed closer links with rural society and
Clhimg Bt itIi"f:Pu ﬂtmﬂ&“dll'-'l-llti\'imd atreage. This vas saceiee) favoured the peuy rulers of the countryside by allowing generous
10 freaquent s P;:ﬂl“ﬁ-‘; also in South and West Asia, though sub perquisites and remissions. Even the Hindu and Sikh warrior states
Sl b n:‘:t cks. T!n_: consequent expansion of the internal which were in open revolt against the empire retained much of the
A wﬂﬁwmmues for inland traders as various as the - Mughal revenue machinery and continued fo operate within a loose
Eab“':‘:mﬁ Pigle ] China, the southern Chinese who spread into imperial system of honours and legitimacy which still centred on Delhi.
with the. o :me Punjabi traders who linked late Mughal north I Political decentralisation encouraged the growing economic vitality of
kit n Asian Khanates. At the same time : small places away from the imperial capitals. Magnates and gentry
; n tended to advantage landlords and office s A employed by the regional states founded fixed markets and settled
lef;h who now required a more delaﬂo; mumhoh:lers 5 colonies of specialist cultivators around them. While the merchants of
rees. Both groups profited from the general monetisat the great Mughal towns faced disorder, local traders extended their
B B R monetisation of th branch agencies to secure the flows of artisan products and provided
Camparative Snudies :. Luﬁifﬁ?_,.ﬁ“’“ And advances for the finc crops which the local aristoctacies and armics
gemzal problems concerning the pitedefi o : needed. Religious foundations continued to flourish as pious rulers
Eriraliem m;;!::;&{?ﬁ]);amnsum,ﬁmmm Unirertiy, Rredam 1pacs s il § displayed their faith in eclectic religious patronage. This pattern was
Mughal Indiz', paper Pfewnrt:d '[J:“ monetary movenients and the price widespread throughout India. Islands of high farming and commercial
w&ﬂm Madison, .9????&:"&“;”‘.‘1,“5'?“' watkshap in pre-g enterprise existed around the courts and camps of all the lavish-
mk:é'l;pm : money and the pre-colonia palitical m.-ljl::“wmm‘: the et spending contemporary nobilities. The environs of Hyderabad were
2 7. Meull, Flegoes axs o oy, ol e e settled with new colonies of farmers. The Maratha princes encouraged
4 ' cash-cropping and artisan venmures around their capitals at Poona,
Nagpur or Gwalior as their peasant parsimony gave way o Mughal

For the Europeans who p
. : : came from societi : g
industrial ""-}"ﬂlution, i 27 Wi;:lles“nthe l_::mknf politie
seemed glacially slow. And in their e o
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ji lunder
i hadms:dtoheexpmswewemcnlsofp
is sort once (el e led kingdorms. However, the forunes of
hese new magnates and fiscal barons themselves rested unthclnetwutks
of skeill and credit created by moneylenders, stewards and service gentry
people whaose families had long acquaintance with the management of

luxury. Hyder :fi.li's Mysore was run like a huge estate.?
smnblthe warrior poligars founded fort—mart centres wh
petty local entrepreneurs and laid the fi i
el oundations for later ¢
There was also anather pattern which cannot be ignored, |
to paint a more balanced picture of the “Black Century’ hazas di ween ian sociel
obscure the existence of large tracts where political T These groups of in bazies e s rsy b
pmdlucad a serious decline in local commerce and g -
decline was not necessarily the result of war itself; for
engagements of post-Mughal India were generally smalls
Sqmcbme_s decline resulted simply from the orderly
aristocracies, ca_pml or skills from one centre to an
subsequent realignment of trade and production. Phe

B i ith the smmewﬂwnfhﬂmdlm.himh
o« 1[1:1:'1 d?alr wfd?.two sections of the intermediate classes: the
xding community and the service gentry- ; ;
: e Tace of it, the eighteenth century was & bad time for [ndian
was an integral part of the cighteenth-century social ial towns and traders. Along the coasts, mcmB;:umm gt
not be regarded a5 a pathological feature. Sometimes, b w'mddmnmt}mﬁ A
pmch::sofdeclinewez:themnsuquenneofhmdiuyw 1 hichdawdbackhdmﬂuethmoﬂfmdl were strangled by
yvh_:m: agriculture was fragile and heavily depe
irrigation. This was the case in the tracts north and
Lh.cld.rjer areas near Madras, for instance, were also
an interruption in the repair of vil water 1i
place after the invasions of the va:r‘:mjm. nea
Th:ﬁm::haptmufthjsbmktrhdmmﬁfyrhcpiﬂure
collapse without retreating 1o a stereotype of *Traditional
cultural and political norms worked in an ECONOmIc vacul
was suggested, t!le areas of decline were quite limited

Ber i i revolt against

Bengs their native western India at the same Ume a5

llme ﬁfl empire severed their internal routes. Disruption of demand
i pimeurinﬂ:.t&rahlandsd:allamag\e

blow to the west coast parts, while the decline of the Dutch and wars in

& mmrkedmepnssin;ofanmhnua!sn. g >
w;ﬁmezns?:r international trade andthe coastal :mnm.mﬁ, ::;;
picture of collapse is too stark. True, indigo and cloth cqurts 1 r':it':s

Thirdly, the fomers Sur (ol off, but Mabws opiut, W E0 5 e eogh of e
g 1 . m
territories which preyed on them. Thirdly, the f: : ﬂuqughOutdWE:’ﬁ:ﬂaﬁ g::i?mained bt ero s
mb@w;,ms kit Bnnsh. Taews [:ndia 1o Europe and South-East Asia were still considerable in
— wlam o e Stapion.of e Epl e dhalfnfdlcumtu:?."]‘hshardyoverland trade to Central Asia
mFonh‘nimmmmﬂ"em“ﬂT- hange mw;m d luxury produce often managed to reroute itself in the face of
A:lm e i he B M el voc < mggo_l ;mmrbulenn:. Thus the volume of shipping in Indian ports
deadof e cntry. i m'mum"m kg 1he e Whﬂﬁ]aledby.&xiansmmained surp-riuingly‘lnrgci.mh:early years of the
dfude?uﬂhe cm“'w"'.‘:mm l“' I ’mmasmnnmdunm c"’n::wﬂnm century. Only on the Jucrative China routes were the
kthl:sum:mﬂp s ; i Ofl?“l ~hod beels Furopeans utterly dominant. And even in Bengal where the Clompany
e o' :mpu: T v and up-; ncy houses were build:'.nguptht‘irswﬂe:ocluswt society, the
fi ier, The new nobility was drawn from entreprencurs who death: k:gft u:"rimerna:jonal irading ventures pioneered by local men
ngt: :::: I:h;wbhmth:nﬁ' oy ﬁndmmneded imes of pig await::d the Scottish and Marwari deluge of the mid-nineteenth
: i 8 : 5,'“’3‘“": by d” A . | Prosecdings and Reports, 1750-1820, I0L.
m f[édp:mn -IﬁvII;\. vin B, Dejed.} P fnes i ; i”énc‘;’fn‘:ﬁm;ﬁ&mmu s R e Grsat i e kg
s ek Del 800 nudmemlopm:ntufﬂucmmmylo(
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zanes and the culmral of irrigation in southeen Tamilnadu', South A ! .SD‘;uu:SI‘;ﬁn c t',rsu—lS:;;'. paper F‘fm“"“'“d \n Leiden it ’
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the composition of the ruling class. But at the mﬂfn:;e,mth@e
developments did not amount to the emergence =
bourgeoisie. Capital controlled by :mders ml:n;cv:nu&&u-mm s
bucumingaiuniorpannzrhthcpohmof_thc ,_hrwshll p was =
commercialised. But capital was not being applied directly in t
creation of new modes of production, nor were landed magnates giving
italists,

pm:ep‘m see is the creation of 2 unified m:fr.ln_m class, qupsm:
entreprenenrs in money and credit were consolidating Lh:n‘na;elvesg.-d
more rapidly within the interstices of small, commercialised
bureaucratic moenarchies. Theu mr:u was sm&mush.
COTPO! instituti d 15 W recognd rulers
e mu“:::n;i@mr:;h conditions of the cighteenth century
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century. In fact the reduction of Indian merchants to 2 posit
dependence within the Asian trading world was not assured unti
1850 when the high-speed ship and the electric telegraph revolut
commercial information and risks.” i
During the eighteenth century great volumes of Indian p ro

continued o find their way to forcign markets albeir by different |
and through different ports than a century earlier, This helped 10
the inland trade routes moving. But there were also internal
commercial vitslity. The vast trade of the Indian interior con
dwarf its external trade. Of course, it is important not to exag [
many areas, volumes may well have declined between 1720 and
But what is striking is the rise of rich overland trade
compensate for the clogging of the great Mughal arteries. Indiz
institutions were well adapted to move nimbly in the wake
aristocratic consumers and protectors. The persistence of re
payment in cash — and in similar orders of magnitude to those
later Mughal empire — provides the simplest and most telling
the capacity of the commercial community to adjust to n
conditions.

Yet the question at issue is not simply one of the shifts of rou
percentage rise and fall of trades. More significant was the
commercial people in society at large. For the ‘Black Century’
redeployment of merchant capital within India, not its des
Increasingly, control of land or men became ineffective without
to silver, credit and markets, The extraction of revenue !
peasantry was facilitated by the village rader. Revenue-farmers
not farm without merchants; and the dominance of the new ma g
the countryside was enforced in silver rupees as much as by
shod staff. In an age of cash-hungry small stares, it is not surpri
commercial people subtly extended their influence. Few aspired to
dangerous heights briefly commanded by the great Hindu merchants
Bengal, the Jagat Seths. But in many pars of the country, commerg)
men in cartel could ‘command the state’ in the matter of revenue,

This represented more than the emergence of a new elite within th
politics of the successor regimes. The influence of the commere
houses straddled the realms of the petty states and linked up with ne
patterns of commerce in more stable parts of the countryside, It was thy
harbinger of a slow social change, not merely a cyclical modifica
¥ B. Kling, Parmer in Empire, Dioarkararh Tagore ard the Age of Fnterpeice in Eastern.

(Berkeley, tgra).
¥ M. Vieziany, ‘Bambay merchants and structural changes in the export cosum

i85o-1880", in K. Chaudhurd and ©. Dewey (eds), Econamy and Sociery (Dielhi, 19
PR 16556,

the cities. The decline of some
m:If their continental networks meant that local mcr:hm;_::oups
unired by culture and religion were able to control the whole hierarchy
nires fi peasant market to urban entrepdt.
l:lr"c[?h.is wa::mappemng across the suboominmlts.e;n;ewn_:dp:::s: 3.:
m
country, inferiof merchant grlnups aggrandi ; el
' expense of the cosmopolitan oligarchs of the past, In our .
grmu.be Brahmins, Rajasthani thrau,b:nwwals“m al?d:hemf:e;:-exhliﬁ
re to form the trading and urban ¢ ol i . ]
‘;ﬁi:f it was the Nanakpanthi Khattris and Aroras mfm wxﬁ t[l;:
Sikhs, who took over from their more Islmuclls.td_casu ] In
sonth, Kannada merchants and local Chetl.:s slipped into wmﬂm
e-ccup:ln.‘- by the old Armenian, Jewish and Vaishya firms. Hmr]’:mg
story did not end here. It was from the gmupalnflboc_al merchants w ot
fortunes greatly improved with the Pomm:rcaaI{mmn imm buﬁw
eighteenth century that much of India’s modern industr.
lass has been recruited. .
‘ It is::aw a truism of colonial histunml;y t,luu Ew mi
have established their trade andls.d.nlmaf,st:aumm;}m:nmmﬁﬁlum o
the compliance of key people in indigenous s::.dm:s r m‘hmkmm
tried to give such an assumption greater depth pwwsmof‘ -
of India. We start from the proposition :hnthclpane .cxp;:a:lg&m
the form of the colenial rﬁaﬁunsh:ﬁ:‘ls dmmmdb&me munly[h: irdwlis!
of the sociery penetrated in years
industrialisation was brought to bear on the non-European world.
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To begin with, the theory and practice of Indian states - in p T
their limited notions of authority or territorial integrity — were en
The coastal kingdoms of the fifteenth and sixteenth centurics had o
only intermittent resistance to the Portuguese interlopers becs ]
did mot consider sea trade and the ‘business of merchants’ g
important matters for kings."” This was in sharp contrast, for i
to the case of China where ancient notions of the subord
foreign traders as *“tribute bearers” and the apparatus of d
control of trade through wade guilds (kongs) long frus
foreigners. In China, the Europeans had to launch a direct
continental empire before they could prise away further
privileges. In India, however, the relationship between trade and
was highly ambiguous. The notion of ‘farming out’ rights, i
rights over trade and markers, was designed to raise cash.
redistribution of rights and dutics was also an expression
corporate nature of kingship. This created a peculiarly
political system in which a ruler could alienate much of hi
control without affecting his status as a king. So in India
corporations could quietly service and encourage European i
with impunity. Yet since trade required protection, the Eu
forced gradually to assimilate the functions of the ruler the
The British were able to exploit the ambiguous relationship b
ruler and merchant in Indisn political practice. But they g
advantaged by changes which had taken place since the Mughal heyd
The expansion of the merchant class and town-building :
successor states provided them with networks of facilities
transpaorted their trade goods, supported their armies and und
their revenue systems. Without the tradec—bankers of Benares or

merchant family firm were sop
?ﬂ"?m- whmﬁdﬂ:; vigorously 1o the Pﬂm?'hw of peoki :::;
instimutions wim: of the meaning of profit was detemumd:!’ ‘!“:2; by
of inpitons witin which they were et w4 T
iderations of security. They were oo wel a0Ch 00 Gy e
;ﬂ;ﬂsﬁ::::ean business methods, h"‘_ﬂ they mmll.l]' revolution in cash-
baps tor s capiﬂ;“:-i'tﬁnrp mu:'n;:r [c;‘.re@ms:ance, with the “"’; o
ing. Here is a sh = ities were outsiders
Duteh Java. In Java,the Chinese e cues e sl paid argely in
ather than the oil of the petty kingdoms; Early experiments
- 4 the internal market was less developed. a radical
e aah revenue faled, o the Dutch were forced to employ a radicel
with cash Wf‘;\"‘h‘ Arifation o;]'mimh:(}nluwthwte?my
gave them direct access o the labour i s ,-m-;fmmnf the internal
Em In a scnse then, it was the very the British out of their
m‘;“ il m'mdmtim-wmch sealed
ian agrarian societies. Lo processes which link pre-
Indlli?stwians have been preoccupied with two Iy an internal dynamic
Jonial society with the colonial period and supply a8 P (IS
o ian history. First there has been m‘l_]l'.‘h a|I Secondly
s ver the long term of the institutions of caste. amufﬂlé
:mlr:luun o ups of landholders and peasants mrvanuus P L
dm::]r:rmhniobzesn traced through from Mughal times “:1:: P’_'M".]' A
C’Ic'.]ujjssmdy has highlighted mﬁ“ﬁ“mfmffﬁﬁfmavmmvim
it has traced the creation of a unified merchant development (and
: :nh:iasurbnn setting. But we have alse .lmhl'md e ! ag:iiE:lua largely
the British would have found it infinitely more difficult to succour t frustration) in parts of nerth India of 8 ‘SePHee BV FC0 e bl of
fragile outposts in Bombay and Madras from the surplus revenues Islamnic and small town '?“ks'm' rated in time as the decline of
rich Bengal. Again, the high consumption of the new regional and o {luminating events as diverse and as EEﬂE: 1§57 Revoltand the origins of
aristocracies of the Mughal decline provided capital to revitalise trag the Mughals, the rise ufm;!?m::]mn)’s
which had fallen out of cultivation. The expansion of settled agri nationalism and ‘communalism’. ised the dual role of these familics as
and commerce from the nodes of high farming to which they The term service gentry emph:i The keynote of Mughal rule had
retreated since the 17405 was beginning before the British establi siate servanits and Ml{“f_m‘ﬂ" ot army required to buttress
their Peace; and it occurred in areas where their writ did not run, been size and centralisation. T;I:'m;td much of Central Asia created 8
If the dynamic changes in Indian commerce and politics prow imperial control whal[s?maﬁﬁ:l cities. But over time, lesser
much of the force behind the British advance, they also limited compact bureaucratic nobility he glF ¢ began to accumulate pawer
impact and formed its character. The Europeans did well enough o soldiers and clerical servants of the empir ) oot Braemit
Indis; but not as well as they intended. The relationship between 11 Especially, F. Canlon, A Gaste in a chonging warld. The Cipaper Jort

bad (Berkeley, 1978}

- K. Learsard, The Kayasths of Hyderabad :

* M. N. Pearsan, Merchants anid Raters in Crujarar, The Regpomse o the Poruguss 12001935 {Landon, 1977); K. m]f’f:,qa ur; Pradhan, Faus of Mewthern Trudéa.
Sixseenth Cemnry {Beckeley, 1976). w E.g., Meicalf, Lanidlords; Fessinges, Lok}
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and resources away from the centres of imperial pomp, in small toy
which had often started life as the residences of Muslim holy men |
artisans. At first the emperors set their face against such a develo
bur the accumulation of land-rights went ahead regardless. In
years, the rulers came to see this rurally based gentry as an im
ally in their incessant battles with the Hindu clan leaders. The
steered an uneasy course through the shoals of eighteenth
politics. Yet eighteenth-century changes often extended their contro
land-rights and production around their small wwn centres,
states provided them with patronage and protection; in turn, th
offered military and clerical expertise. Sometimes they a
consequence of local political decline because, like the Hindu
priestly corporations, their networks ran all over the COUNEEY.
the apparently rootless families of administrators gathered in
cities kept one foot in small centres which they called home {
to which they remitted money.

How widely across the subcontinent did this occur? Obvi
class of service gentry was not as fundamental to the Indian
as it was in China, But even in those areas where Muslim infl
weak, there were other groups in an analogeus position linking s
agrarian society, vet vulnerable to changes in either. !
Hindustan, Bihar and Central India, gashah settlements of the
sort existed; though families of Hindus who were skilled in the
court culture often stood alongside the aristocratic Muslim gen
In the Punjab the eruption of the $ikhs levelled away many gashal
their denizens, but it created in trn its own class of literate pens
settled in small centres. In Maharashtra in the eighteenth century th
is evidence of the consolidation of a kind of gentry berween
substantial peasant and the state,” though control of village office &
perquisites was more important here than rengier landownership,
in the long run the fickleness of state patronage and the limired ¥i

agriculiure in the Deccan sborted the development of a cohesive
of office-holders. But the point is that even within this fragile 5Y8
pre-colonial Hindu states, there developed an intermediate
between state and the substantial peasant in the form of a Eroup 0
hereditary office-holders. i

In Bengal, again, where the Islamic gentry was weak (outside th
immediate environs of the Muslim cities of Dacca and Murshidabad) w
can find analogies among the Hindu superior people — the rurs

1* F. Perlin, 'Of White Whale and countrymen', Fourmal of Pegsest Studies, v(!‘)?s_)." i
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1756, literate high ca.stcme.u:wing_Mushm Eﬁ:zi:
or Hindu rajas in the commercial tracts hgd embh%hzd q"?m iy
bordinate tenure-holders and had consolidated their position in sert =
surlmn villages which they regarded as their homes. Tlh:se Hindu servic
:emry did well out of the Permanent Settlement while allmﬂ:;sacr:emuﬁ:
dlygistnoraps ihd:- FI:E O:f p’:flﬂ;;:iﬁxéalhguﬁa — Macaulay’s
Ehesn ﬂle?t :::mf;thymmi:; |ater administrators — did not spring fully
:fzvr:n‘;dfelfm Britanmnia’s helmet but bore witness to longer-Lerm changes
i hazaars of rural Bengal. ) :
1-n'tl!:lr‘:e paT.cI:y emergence of this service gentwm_al.ao lmld::l ; Lhe
establishment of British rule and nwulr:lcd the fncrm- ca]om.l.a‘ tmemwof
British could sweep away the rickety and ‘corrupt’ sys
;I‘wh«cmm and turn fiscal lords into landholders. But T‘Jl.ey were
:H:mdomisbmuwmqwmdmuummq:ms?htx
mfﬁdentnumbmnfthein&dutmmm’ﬂwult!mmnzm .
i MWMMMMWMJW r;venL:e
mmqanzntmdwiﬂlmamhimwdhesmmﬂspcm. mbk
perilous dominances of service gentry were also 1o pwv:d.e:g uggm
element in the social politics of the later colonial bpu:nble il
frustration provided one of the ingredients for the com! |.;‘ e
of north Indian Muslim separatism after 1_364:. In Bcnglnl,t e wigici]
Hindu gentry, embaitled in the professions and losing z:g il
society, fought both the British and the n.f'h farmers, sin g et
nationalism under the weight of terrorism, agrarian co b
communal hatred. Surely, the decline of the literate gem:ryl 4
lonial period was as important & feature of colonial politics an
glm‘lial pationalism as the rise of the ‘ric!: peasa:q:‘. l_loth ct:lncepits are
crude, but both are capable of discovering unities it the perplexing
dlﬁgd::m sr‘.)hcﬂ.l:;mbiwrwen the state, the mwrmd_ jate classes
and agriculture SUBEESTS SOMLE NEW nn*-e-sclales fc.r Tndian history. Ir;;];
annals of events and policies, the old trning points — 1787, Ir-{li';rs,lm
and 1857 — retain much of their importance. By lc]:;nnast,mjid g
moving agrarian economy the mmhangv.? probably occu by
riod, in the TBgos. A widespread slowing in the pace of agr :
s about this tme may have bren related to rhe‘ Erowing
ﬂrcmpﬂnrsnf lation on land. From here on the new rural elites took a
I‘;mnp‘y ridcﬁugh to the Great Depression of the 19308 When they
14 Ratnalekha Ray, Change in Bengal Rural Society circa 1760-1550 {Delhi, 19795 PP 27
33

bhadralog." By
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were faced with & crisis originating outside India. But this word
argued that for large parts of urban society and for the intermed
economy of artisans, traders and service people in the countrysid
was the rapid decline of the old polity in the third and fourth decad
the nineteenth century which represented the first major break wi
indigenous forms.

In the Ganges valley the eighteenth-century pattern was com
under great pressure by the later 18205, Decentralisation of power a
resolirces gave way to a new British centralisation. The boosting up
Ioca@ economics by kingly and ritual expenditre gave way to
cutting and deflation. By coincidence, some of the démarches
superior landholders and large military forces came at the same time:
series of dismal harvests and the pressures on merchants |
landowners were increased by a series of hiccoughs in the export
The 18308 saw widespread disruption, but the decline of the
was 2 long-term process. In Awadh, for instance, the coup de
not delivered untif after the Rebellion of 1857.

Historians of colonial rule have sometimes argued that c
rather than modern government was the most disru
unleashed by the European presence. In early nineteenth-cenmus
commercial dislocation certainly derived from external crises,
partly reflected the rhythms of the European economies. The
drive for higher revenue yields by colonial officials and their re
resolute philosophy of laissez-faire also reflected the distant nostrum
classical political economy. However, many of the weapons being
in the battle for the redistribution of India’s resources had b
fashioncd by indigenous rulers. The real change was that whereas
FaJ!ie: despotisms had been tempered by a political culture
insisted that rulers should offer service and great expenditures in
for high revenue demand, the British acknowledged few such res
The crisis of early colonial rule was a moral as much as an economic

Pgm[ economics are resilient. Soldiers and unemployed serva
qech.u:ing rajas could often swell the ranks of agricultural workers,
time income from external trade filled the gap left by the decline of
old' regime. Yet to a greater or lesser degree, the disruprtion of
regional and local kingdoms which had emerged after 1720 affected th
performance of agriculture, Where new export trades developed |
or where there existed s landowning class deeply rooted in
production, the effects were likely to be less than in tracts where sery
gentry, towns and warriors had been predominant, In Hindustan, th
Doab and west suffered morc than the cast. For similar re
Maharashtra’s rural economy seems to have been deeply affecred by
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political change. Sumit Guha has traced the origins of the prolonged
price depression in the Deccan between 1820 and 1850 10 the collapse of
the Maratha aristocracy and the pressures on the institutions of rural
credit unleashed by the colonial administration.” The contemporary
price depression in Madras may have had similar origins, In Bengal also,
the difficulties of the years between 1790 and 1820 appear to have arisen
not only from forced land sales under the Permanent Settlement of
revenue but also from the decay of the military forces which the Nawabi
regime and the great landholders had placed in countless rural market
places.

Changes in the theory and practice of Indian kingship were as
important as the economic consequences of the demise of the old order.
Indian peasant and merchant societies had their own organisations and
sense of solidarity. But at the same time, the adjudication and patronage
of rulers bound these units into wider groupings and mediated their
conflicts. The end of royal patronage and the modification of old
systems of urban and rural government sent out ripples of change which
reached into even the most placid backwaters of community and
religious life. OFf course, this is not to say that the old regime had been
unchanging. The sale of royal rights, the eruption of ourside warrior
rulers, the rise of the corporations, had all jarred relations berween
communities and changed the face of post-Mughal India in ways which
brought despair to the poets and writers of the Delhi Silver Age. But the
vigorous, opinionated government of the early Victorian years shook
society even more aggressively with its peace than had the earlier
warriors. The decline of the Muslim urban magistracy and the fading of
royal and gentry power in the north exacerbated conflict between
communities and economic groups. The Hindu-Muslim riots of the
1830s and the conflicts which boiled up in the Rebellion of 1857 have a
common context here. But if we look 1o the south where royal Hindu
power had been only lightly modified by Indo-Persian forms of
government, similar changes can be scen. The uprooting of the poligar
warrior chiefs in Tamilnadu and the decline of the Cochin and
Travancore kingdoms along the Kerala coast exacerbated a whole range
of religious and caste conflicts which helped give Madras Presidency its
reputation for exotic social disorder in the later colonial era.™®

If the decline of the old order in the middle third of the century
proved a turning point in some parts of the economy and society, there

15§ Guha, “The Bombay Descan tHoo-1g3c’ (unpublished Cambridge Pb.D.
dissertatica, 1981, chs, 1-3.

15§ B. Kaufmans, Popular Christianity, caste and Hindu society i south Indin, t8oo-
915" {unpublished Cambridge Ph 1. disertation, 19da), ch. 5.
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were continuities elsewhere. Corporate gron woaf service g
merchants also came under pressure di: § these years, But 1l
sweep ofﬂllclrdmiopmm reached r.bmughfrwnthepré i
the later ninereenth century when they proved the recruiti
two key elements of the Indian middle classes. e
) I:l:.many‘pa:rs of Asia and the Middle East the deve
mdjglennns intermediate classes between the state and agrarian
pmm'iud the context for the establishment and ultimate d
colonial rule. True, emperors, khedives, and other warlords
the front of the stage during the period of conguest and ¢ i
tcrwa.rdf. the end of colonial rule, peasant rebellion gave a =
o nationalist movements. Yet the intermediate dj‘ja:l;s
Lhmugt_mpt. In the carly stages their form and outlook was
a;:‘ez_’mmngl the timing of European penetration. Later,
1 |dt0!oslﬁ of merchants and service gentry conditi i
with which colonial nationalists were prepared to
movements of the countryside in their struggles
ﬂji:cEBpt’ for instance, the village sheikhs, a cla;sofpmr
afficy —hold.lcrs and moneylenders, emerged as a key social g
origin lay in the interplay between a tax-gathering Muslim
peasant economy being drawn into the export markets in
grain. From their ranks came petty officials and lower military
T“Ilte dlssl_dmce of these rural notables gave urgency to th.'
erises which drew Britain into Egypt in 1882 and forced her :u
again afltrl rg_m‘ In China, the literate rural gentry and the
pmvldf.-nd similar continuity. The picture here is more focu
in India, Gentry combined office-holding with landholdin
trade. Theylwcc: both a class and a status group; while ﬂlii:
hpeau:ndmdm mc]l:tgl:é:;.d ]0::&[ office had slowly tightened over s
P cmmy;:.l_-s.l ﬂmptl 3entry and merchants along the coast pro
e eJ.n ncal society \y]m:hldtcw British opium into the i
i Uh'g ntr_',: pu].lgd the imperial court into wars with the west afti
= r.h imately, their successors combined with restive mer
erthrow the regime and determine the nature of nationali
I!thFthtleLh century. i
_The complexity of the Indian subcontin i
hjstlonu_g-raphy have made it difficult o ul:;ﬁs:n:ucuhle:;m
sccza?l history. There have been a few admirable studi:so\fsec:ilgm
service of merchant classes over the long term. But I'JH:B:
;mm::d on families, clans or castes as units, and it has
ficult to see how they relate to each other or to wider ch i
political economy. So far the sense that India had an indjge:gg:s i
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which persisted, albeit in 2 modified form, into the colonial period is
much easier to grasp for rural socicty. We can now at least frace the slow
development of some of the peasant brotherhoods of the Punjab, or the
great notables of Awadh from the Mughal period into the India of the
National Congress,

“This work has aempted to forge a further set of links between eras

which have been fractured by the history of events, and it has suggested
some new approaches w the study of Indian society. The possibility that
pre-colonial India could have developed an indigenous middle class, or
indecd any significant intermediate group between the state and
agrarian socicty Was denied by the classical theorists. In their different
ways, both Marx and YWeber implied that the cellular, caste-based
society of India frustrated the development of wider solidarities except
the state itself; and this was largely an agency of plunder. The denial of
mﬂnﬂ'm:mﬂlchaﬂ#’mdﬁcnpwam&nﬂymdm
poupsbymﬂtwﬁmkudmemﬂpm:hauwrhmm.ht
mcmﬁaimhm.ﬁismﬁyhumggﬁwdthatfmm late
Mughal times at least kin groups of merchant people and service gentry
were bonded together in ways which strengthened their eComOmic
control and sense of identity. Maoreover, the weakening of the state in
the cighteenth century enhanced the significance of these wider
solidarities.

OF course, gentry and merchant groups could not form in a context in
any way as favourable as that provided by Roman and feudal law in
Europe. But some features of the Indian social order did encourage the
consolidation of intermediate classes. Privileged renure associated with
religious endowment, for instance, provided both gentry and merchant
people with long-term income and association with the management of
property in particular centres. Again, trading links and the institutions

of the market which had to cross caste boundaries created a sense of
moral community between merchant people, ascerics and Brahmins,
which extended to religious and, ltimately, to political action.

By comparison with developments in the west, these were wealk: forces
for social change. Where the disruption of trade was widespread or
rulers particularly fickle and oppressive in pre-colonial regimes,
intermediate classes could be uprooted. Later, the colonial state severely
curtailed their power by resuming privileged revenue grants and
snapping the link between the commercial classes and revenue
L. Weber too was right in this sense: though corporate
solidarities breached the bounds of clan and caste, it proved difficult for
the intermediate elements of Indian societry to meld rogether across the
religious and historical divide which separated merchant and priest from
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hlanﬁcminegenuy.ﬂlthem,mnnydisﬁnm haracteriy
institutions of the Indian middle classes of the later nineteenth

background, Whatever the merits of the press and pa
Bovernment, the persistence of the capacity for self-organisation oy
the ambit of the swate or the army owes much to the older {
solidarity represented by India's commercial and religions




