The Problem of
the Faghteenth Century*

I'RANK PERLIN

M.A. History: Fourth Semester.
Title of the Paper: The Eighteenth Century of Indian History HS-504

Dr. Safoora Razeq

s characten ization of the last centuries of precolonial history conflicts
T sharply with time-hallowed images of old-order South Asia, the dominant
percephion being that South Asian history is a story of rcpeatc?d decline, the
last example of which took place in the late seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
nes, when one region after another apparently succumbed to warfare atxd
panditry (ftom “chaos to chaos’ in Morris’s suggcsti‘ve phrase).! Was not the
cighteenth century the period when th-c Mughal empire, and thus 'tbe Mughal
cconomy . socalled, was effectively dismantled, long before colonial occupa-
tion, the trough from which the new colonial world wouldbe born anew?- The
developments of which we have spoken would thus seem ?o be r'nefely .ofa
evelical, fluctuational, or even random character, occurring within given
(éould they be *homeostatic'?) limits, and in this respect it is importantto nots
thateven modern works af economic history betray a fundamental agnosticism
in relation to this problem.’ _

The reasons arcpc]car: they reside in the conundrum, d.ls.cussed above, co-xf-
cerning the extent to which India’s history (i.e. South Asia’s) should :’le f::?:tl\.
dered simply an *Indian history", that is to say, as an.autonomous collec e
of evidence abraded here and there by contacts with European <:omp:1f il
and commerce, I it can be considered so, th_cn anhough.lhe cout{i;;:lon;
eighteenth century will remain disputable, it \'vﬂl also ren'mbm ;13(32 (i)nlo by the
and separate entity (the history of South Asia) abru_pll) f?h Zenmn'eS‘. 1nd
colonial conquests of the late eighteenth and early nineteen

| ‘ e f1 500. Aldershot, 1694,
Sewand ldentity: Their Production as Myth and Knowledge from 1 50
PR ’
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whichmight concede the pohincalimpartanee of individual capitalig. o
colomal Indian politics butareues that the culture and pahitical idegs o,
made 1t virtually unpossible for nwrch;mts mld'm\\'nsmcn (0 achiew,, P
s,'gmf,mmd,_-gu-pu!’;mlnnmn_\' ot corporate ulcntlty i the l‘accofmlu;‘:f
edeéhtes Ultimately, these adeasderve from Max Weber's brilliantgene: n
nonson the religonand mstintions ol Tnda According to Weber, oceupes "
speciahization based oncaste fragmented Indian artisan, merchantandie
populations, so mhbitmg the development of mercantile trust, lcta!m:crs:
tical acton. Caste restricnons made unpossible the evie fraternizabe©
of which emerged Western corporate mstitutions, while the "passo §
Hindutsm denied rismg groups an ideology which could validate thesp
calndependence. Thus, wiban centres and states remained dominated™
‘patnmomal” regimes ol warnor bureaucrats, and for Weber as forMs”
§ncml change awaited the impact of colonmal rule. These ideas €005
influence more recent work. Trade, ithas been asserted, was 'nlﬂs“l'r":'t
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P apges were nobh trated by caste fragmentation o (he passivily of

2 on the contrary, caste and religion provided butlding-blocks ¢
4 el mercantile and mlm‘n solidantices were perceptibly cmcrgmlg. 'l‘}‘l:
& e Of rading corporations over the landholding anstocracy wais un-
'J-n!*w‘ll\ enhanced by the growmg Furopean presence in India. Mcrcﬁnms
', - Jdaptable to the style and requirements of the Brtish and ganed from
- Burrennng of the cxp_u'rl trades to Chima and Europe after 1770 But the
| qmercialization ol pohitics and the rise of the corparations were by origin
prnsic chanees withm the economy and cullure. War and polincal change,
e trom destroymg towns and trade, had actually galvanized them mto
jﬁmnrt' imndependence. To illustrate the potentizl for such changes, we will
ke the case ol Rajasthan. Not only was this an area removed from direct
0 ecrern miluence, but it was the natural habitat of the haughty Indian aristo-
gracy.
A5 James Tod recognized, a century ol war had not destroyed trade or
production in Rajasthan; only the Pax Britannica made a desert, and

pradonical as 1t may appear, there was tenfold more activity and enterprise in the
pidstof that predatory warfare, w hich rendered India one wide arena of conflict, than
ip these days of universal pacification.™

As in eastern India, merchants had strengthened their hold on the working
"!'the revenue system by financing the deficits of the rajas and clan leaders
‘aidalso by working the takkavi advances given to cultivators in the village.
Contemporary with these economic changes,” the political status o lownsmen
and merchants was increasing. Political flwidity resulting from the decline of
Mughal overlordship and the rise of small, local kingdoms caused what Tad
‘!‘T‘"“d a'neglectollegislation” dunng the cighwcmh century. ™ Sell-govermng
Bulti-caste assemblics had taken over responsibility for many aspecss ofad-
?“mﬂratmn. especially defence and the upkeep of trade routes and sarars.

Theinfluence of Jan merchant people had already secured them number of
Secial prvileges or immunities which had developed around the cancept of
nctuary’ (ashrama). In several Ragput states, officers of the raja \veﬂ; c?].\
f‘]"d“d from the temples and living quarters of Jain merchants, and the 1\3;7“
S4ls they had achieved influenced the standing of other fownsmen v
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re often different. In Ragasthan, always a turbuleny fmnnq,):!"
context were ofien l' Mughal urhan povernment, with s Muslim "y
by fhe :‘.Pr:.;::;:!l'):oﬂtn' i L’ﬁ:(*urnm. hat never developed SITONE 1o, I<
;:Ll.:.—‘.:;.:l\::w -;v:n‘n;c quarters of the towns h.’»nr,uva:d WI’UI or .submmc'!d.
rectly to the raga and the hindu warniors. *Want of ’CK’SI““"“ Would .,
them dircetly into self-orgamzation. But in the cities of the plaing whers ».;
to 40 per cent of the population might be Mushm, the Mughal eXeryy,,
otficer (hotwal) and “registrar’ (hazi) retained varymg degrees of tnfluer,
In Rohilkhand and Awadh. which retained strong Mushim 1dentityey, the
power ol the Ihndu urban and cammercial groups was gmwin‘g. but y 5
mamed encompassed hy city-wide Islamic msttutions. There existed for,
processes of registration and arbitration by kotwal and kazi even if effecy.
power was left 1o heads of the corporations
In the more commercial south and east, however, (he authority of
Mughal officials had heen largely eroded before 1770 as chapter 8 will show
Here bodies of traders and service people had also attained a significar
derree of independence n matters of police, defence, and arbitration I
Benares ang Mirzapur particularly, the word corporation can properly be
used to describe trading and rehigious organizations. People of different caste
weretied together in broader commumuies whyc), recewvedexplicit recognities
from the rulers. Here monetization of revenye demand, the growth of inland
:rudg. and of the ity of Benares jisel had put trader-bankers into a strategx
POsition inthe new Benares domimon. % 3y e | 770s, the power of the major
e e e by b S g
Briush Residen) ‘t:nmz.mm;l ti) ‘cy could, 1o use again the words of 1
' € Sle 1o a large extent in the matter o |
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Joainst Henares Juring the 1750s, The nine great burghers had
forw ard 10 { of the loan and so save the holy city and 11s
aob Pohncal wrbulence had galvanized the community nto
| the *bankers’ in a strong moral and custo-
the other greal land-controlling magnates
city themselves. But we do have echoes

cation for political purposes by the mercantile ¢lite. A central
¢ 10 have existed at Jcast from the beginning

e century, and 1ts said that they played an important role 1n helping
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' prestest extent of their capital in order to put up 2 even larger bid and

wonger secunty for Mansa Ram, the founder of the Bhumihar dynasty. This
benefit a local
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| oo ! T are so. Khattri merchants continued .
daughters 1o sspinng famihies at the other end of the great iy
route in the Punjab. The Dassapurwal Gujerati mercha d:.m'““"-'--'
more interestng pattern. They customarilv b oo yo e
. - ' S v brought in poor young men ;-
towns i Lujerat and other regions. married them to their daughiers, ar: -
them up with houses and capital in Benares.®
Caste provided larger building-blocks than extended family groups &
these were not the tight-knit caste institutions which appear in somz of
anthropological literature. Instead. they were more like Ioose bodies of
rons and chents drawn from broadly similar ritual groups which cluse=
around a few important tamihies wielding ritual authonty and “?:Tr
power. Thus, the famous family of Lala Kashmin Mull was ":h":om!;;
crtv s K hartnis and Saraswat Brahmins from the Punjab.®” The cniil::id Ny
é‘rt:up was enhanced by a relationship with the hq]‘v men ngsl:i!flhrl’uﬂf
panthr assembly who acted as guru fsplrl[ll.;li mh%m'}:{;;zmrﬁ- he KT
people in the city. Like most other nh’:r_t‘-il"““-' groups I_:s partners had 3¢
and their Saraswat Brahmin farly priests and b_USITL.Iarh' (o deliber
assembly or panchayat. [t seems to have mel HTEEUIETL
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ST
conchuding Agaragle

asbased onthe particular
+ pertormed by merchants at different levels of the trading svstem

holesalecommussionagents (arethias) rading to particy | ar regions had
L oreamzanon and spokesmen, as did the petty bazaar lenders
Concepnions of status and mercantile honour also overrode caste, for 1t s
-+ that trade and crednt relations over long distances could not have
cvedwathont them: "Creditworthiness”, having one’s hundis accepted in
hacaar heeping regular commercial books, being frugal rather than “ex-
<wve these were the measures of respectability which are mentioned
whathvmcommercial cases, and they are witness to a consistent mercantile
hcopmon” At the pinnacle of merchant society stood the members of
“Saupatt Sabha themselves who functioned as a final panel of arbitration
® v merchants on matters such as debt, the division of assets in famuly
P hankniptey. and the status of mercanule customon legal instruments.
Lo s penod 1t seems 1o have been unusual for htigation to go beyond
o ntormal local forums. Only in the few instances where famuly. caste,
¥ Naurat athitration had failed 1o impose a settlement would the korwals
3 e runner of the eity's pohice chief—or the ruler’s courts be brought
P the matter ™ To all intents and purposes then. an ad hoc *law merchant”
e Bommunication remained the usual sanction for caste assembhies,
i.j“u ferethe sancuions avanlable to this wader mercantle ‘.,pmmn." " T
e ace saciety, the taure of one's eredit m the bazaar was a sen ‘
O Commerpal and sometimes of physical death But the sanctions ot
TEhnon were gleo avatlable Oaths were made m Ganges water and in
Htutclary deies, or with the witness of a Gosam who was techni-
CCCasteand Kinsinee he was dead 1o the world The ulu‘m.ﬂc sanc-
"have Brahming mutilate themselves before the door ofa debtorin

mcand tradersordinandy residentin Benares
o dothers Another formotorpamzation w
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others, that it would damage the small lenders or klmrt?l!eas, who oftenug,.
for more than a generanion for the payment of debts.’

It there were many hinks wiich bound mercanule people Vet

urespective of caste in all but the spheres of mamage and formal mierden,
there were also subtle ties which bound together different occupation; .
statuses among the residents 252 whole. Religious observance creasd goe
nties here too. Gureran and local Agarwal families Jomned together m s
veneration of'the Knishna temple of Gopal Lalji and were counted s mese
of the Vallabhacharya sect. ™ But the rajas of Benares and caders of the nix
famuly were also closely associated with the shrine. From Mznsa Re=
ward, they customanly supported Gopal Lalji and other major shrmas 2
city and at Bindachal. the holy place of Mirzapur. As chief devorsss =
benefactors of shnines so closely associated with the ruling famuly, merche
pRopie acquired enhancad status,

Within the enty. Gosams and olher ascetic orders also acted asabody?
brokers between different socizl groups. They anracted veneration from®

mass of the people and also had a close hand in the running of the mercs=

commumities. and had even come 1o headthemin nearby Mirzapur. Brabs
stmilarly acted as a force of inta .

e s gration. Not only did nobles and commn &
Lbles feed or trectly maintain the large Brahmn ulanon. bt
commercial h v o a

ouses employed Brahmuns ag runners and agents whes"
Possible 10 avoid probjems OfCastz status wyth theyr chients and correspe
The Brinsh Resident wa N

merchants to ta ¢ homnified to find that it was custormary amoef &

-~ € o Sc\czal paz pcr ru h ‘w
e onev ' or Ay

action with the rylers f 2 Pte on every dakhulla ndi

Or g1f1s to the Brahmins * [y was a further indica®®

—

»n w

e

Scanned by CamScanner



GINEENTIE CENTURY INCINDIAN MiSTORy
““ | %]

(v to the synthesis of wealth ang “indu
] X )
'|l. (he surface of the Indo-Muslim State.
¢ .

154

amd contnibuted £

WS l‘lﬂ(‘l!_‘!"‘L‘ i

o cot
.l
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o+ emphasized how Hindu ascetic ordeys of By ol
The last chapter ¢nij lay an important role in the cightccmh "‘kn,‘ _l“'g,.u
Gasamns had c(\l“l"llﬂ !‘.‘?j‘(-‘nf' pilerimage from the bOfdcrs 0.;' lu%.- Wg“”m
nariy SHEi .”m.m..;:’:lfllw hlmn.; to Bihar and Orissa allowey th " P mt?»m“
m;.mghlhl;llk“\‘lz;:;':l'nhhw force between stable agnculrural [ CT?’- “‘;_mh"
" < MICN o R . % 5
l\‘\-‘:::-itiar‘ll;xrgést owners of urban property mdm-"“"fs-h'\lllill'labad,i | ‘,; b“:[lj;u
and Nagpur in the l7.‘~‘ﬂs.al?dthcyals.o helpe sum; y the large fi‘"md:; "',gtmns
hets ot the countryside which were often unsafe for unarmeg MeTChary § {:d form
lower status. An open and flexible orgamzation enabled the ascetics iy, .
resources and talent. They took in as novices young boys from Wat-g | ‘ﬂ'ﬁr ;c
villages. recruiting from all the higher castes.” It seems possible thy , W’: o
W crc‘asmnn_\'ashall‘a million Shaivite and Vaishnavite ascetics in north ;| pob’ -
m the last decade of the century., L Thiso
For the ascetic corporations jt was their religious status and Organzy b fined and
which provided the basic immunities out of which a separate political | pule:s of
could grow, As with the Jains, the concept of sanctuary and Immunity fry - totz| con!
punmishment at the hands of the ruler eéncouraged the develo;:mentofasrmq L wiliing 0
corporate life. From an early period, the Dasnam; Naga ascetics, forinstu: | am.ssed
emoyed the privilege of self-government under their “abbots’ and regee: | as¢cticsa
controllers along with rclaliveimmunily from imposts and interference by | fox_ "
rulers” police officials.® Hindy, holy men achieved an even higherstatusé | "_““c_“ b
ing the reign of Emperor Akpar whena clear effort Was made to formulate= :il,i? §
et ol oo o | 51
A - (‘)l'ln ed on Mushm‘lz‘xw which propelled lhcJlrs aliny
Islamyc reviva ‘;" Bt‘narcs]:])?; position. Tradmon’records a battle ;gw—‘ Wing g
of \’lsh\\:malh's seat’ ""lhdl‘:‘ Um.] 204 when Gosam§ ‘presorvedihe ::l;t# Minder,
Bcr\arcspha!s lrom ph.mder l? !’lﬂ.scrvcd e great Viswanath tenlpk ene mm”'g
2 tale ufsucccssfuldcﬁnncé t(,‘f .lnlc'.q)'a(MathalMadanpuu-aalsoprc;l@‘ 'f‘_‘ hag
Ve which 1 SUPPOsed 1 gy * Musliy l.’ulcr, though here it wasag o 1S0g (%
Political poyy e, sUrred the ¢, L '?Ull'(] the nterloper.™ A frer 1707 (hcﬂu,n sy,
‘el the MO Iy POrationg Mo maore strennous military act Mgk
Eathereq . Al i uls.umlwmAwadh inl7s ' Das S whowe® hay.
ved iy, INhey N ‘?" lor 1 ).’llhmg s | the Da'\"aml. ) ‘c‘-m’ 1 N
e Dasnanucsl-'{. llﬂlll Suck. loy 'SI\'u ;2:::1: nluchd armrec rcjlslz:lhoﬂ“‘ In; ?hm
Creafle, Powery| 0 1€Ipand thus saved! epy

i of
108N armjes gialked the
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le. anes in Rena
. .“""l"‘\‘ll l . . b n ll'“ﬂl'“mu:c
- t'lh el thent communders were particuli ly honoured by yhe Hind
[ tu

s the A adlvarmues was 11|IIIII‘1I:IH|‘|II."|I. Ihe Nﬂwnhuwcg; |
_ steg
sder wathe the ank ot “towr bandred hazar, hgh order of

Cand also with the nght to rse troops withow relerence 1o

plaving the tale of Swiss mereey

ot !
3 .‘“1 ll.
Sy alny

B he cehteenthcentiny, then, Giosmns, Baragis and other religions
oAt play anmpottintrole both withn states and directing
d i, commercrtland nilitary relations between them, In sum:;
s ey vintally acted as ralers i ther own nght, Gosain dominance
ot Hardwar ta tormstance, underhines the degree 1o which the cor-
wonrs cotld take on the privileges of protection and punishment which

ge rchunts [abbots] meetin counarl daily; hear and decide upon all complaints
seh betore them, either against individuals, or of a nature tending 1o disturb the
eanauihity, and the well management of this immense multitude

The- obscrver, Captain Hardwicke, saw two fraudulent Marwari merchants
ped il Lashed by order of the council.” The Marathas, who were nominally
lers 0! the area i which the fair was located, allowed the Gosains almost
control ol relanions wiath the other predatory powers and were either un-

aassed trom visiting merchants and pilgrims.” In the holy cities, too,
ehicsachieved astnking degree of self-government. Contemporary Muttra,
Bstance, was run by a combmation of the Chaube Brahmuns, who con-
folled local trade and pilgrimage, and Vaishnavite monasteries (kunjis)
thich provided protection and ran longer-distance trade.” The heroie and
Iv defence of the ascetics to the invasion of Ahmed Shah Durraniin 1761,
Whe o nany thousands of them were slaughtered, permanently enhanced their
Oce | iportance.™ On the fringes of other dominions, as inmajor commercial
dois. ie Gosains were able 1o establish a near state of their own, Oue com-
bder, Himmat Bahadur, carved out Tor lumsell a small kingdom m the
0t on-g1owing tracts of Bundelkhand,” while the so-called Sannyasis of the
P \ had established themselves on the borders of Bengal m the 1740s and
1505 1 the discomfiture of its later British rulers. ,
lnsmall Hindu states which emerged atter 1740 the religious corporations
" B0 achicved umportant concessions and influence. In the Jat donunion of
Sharatpur, for nstance, Vaishnavite orders ol Ramawat and Nemawat asce-
YIS Ohtained considerable wealth and the honour of confernng hcncdii.jlloq
l'—‘ummucy on the raja. Obeisance 1o the mahants of the main Bairag!
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et a1 the centre 11 the new town nf I““fi!r,”
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temples whnch were

important vitnal i all the marm
PO e alecshal amore tang bl _—

oy al hongse Tt th COLOLES teo] foor | e w
iy exported tor sale .
et e b b ol wflh III|I I lII ”nI ”If' rapn s share nl’l:; e b“"a;.
f the s hnge ] ' - .
i m"’"’!*,—_

ey e prerrin o] ants
1 |r-,||.$,~p. Pty eel yenermas erants esf P, ¢

basanrs In adibimn s

-
bard oor Darid at redhuced revenae _ lp‘l‘
within the bowneds of the domimon S Liirp '

TR

aned an annual cess of 4 ANNas 1,

of the 1 Ynn gl
"Thew mehunits hecovme very ot r'l"[ll],t"-‘-]?'.'t:m"y 'Ll-'h-:n lhfl"rﬂrtihr‘?

o spinitual precepines 1o the rilers :
{ 1””_! Ihh!‘!"’l il Ill]_'h 1..[."1”'\ h_]!1 ;!-LI“{"J'['[I \,"f'”“l Inﬂtm'ltﬂtf

cmaller dominons Bodies of pver-priests at Allahabad, Hardw g, l';-;.
MMuttra had evsted for centunes  The Mughal prace had '-'ﬂha:r_,‘-.:
numbers and wealth as more people came to the great nitual Centray :,._‘
to pertorm the ceremony of oblatiton (shraddha) Tor their ancesty,
proosts CALUCCESS liL‘[’IL"I'llit:li on the []lf'-":lnpnmnl of links with ]II'IEBEJ_-[ -
marnates whose members would visit and endow them with land. ar:!,-,.‘_
cencration after generation The constant reiteration of the meny o+,
nlacecinthe Puranas kept them i the papular mind of the IDCEI]II!ﬁ.Iﬁ'fI:'.
still possible to ship in new names and attributes as late as the ergse.

1

1H¥s

century
There were also groups of teaching holy men at some of these e

After about 1680 commumications with the Deccan improved and 2 =
body of Deccam and western Indian teachers began to gather in Beaz-
Thewr argamzation of preceptors and pupils for the purpose of teache:
classical syllabuses of prammar. astronomy, and the holv books wers =
crently well-developed to be regarded as *colleges or even asa ‘unne
by carly Furopean travellers. Nanakpanthit north Indians also had a <=
in the city of Patna. These mstitutions with their wide and flexible co=
were in a pood position to brave the political changes of the century 37-°
emerped with enhanced moral and political authonty, The new Hindu ™
of Benares, like the Marathas and Jats, lavished donations on them. T8
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ATIONS AND THIE ANALYSIS OF

ARPOR
ol INDIAN SOCIETY

'II”“”‘IH imn ;H'I“'l'l :ll':ll slhalus ]HH'L" l'l{'lv" I“'“L‘{I h}' ”IC more
affiF W . . . . .
! ”; eal anmals of Mughaldechine. Yetthere are parallels here with
TR (AL
O of two el more celebrted groups ol Brahmimns, the
I I.‘ 11.,!

o the Decvan and the “Sipalu™ or mhitary Nagar Brahimins of
'.1‘-"1\.

i 1he A century these twao castes had staged a virtual coup
.I| 1y !

L uI.'IH'I.II
i the state, and therr mfluence spread with the Maratha armies
T

TRITEL T valley.""" Thew success had something i common with that
B orporate Rroups which we have been diseussig. They had mastered
g 1 of diplomacy hetween the decentralized polines which emerged out of
becoond phase of Maratha expansion. Their subcaste groupings and mar-

etworks expanded over a wide area which gave them leverage in a
e of siall dominions: at first they were able to move information be-
o one centre and another; later, as they bepan to amass money and land-
shi wcalih could be moved around. A key to influence with the Maratha
Jer was also therr Brahmimeal status, They could help 1o “transform’
ea-2n Kunbr leaders into kingly Marathas, while their skills of hteracy were
avelusble 1n the process of state-fermation. Like the corporations, then,
g two eroups of Brahmin administrators were al both a moral and, as it
were, 3 peopraphical advantage in dealing with contemporary rulers. One
maio: dil ference was that their internal organization was quite strictly bound-
id -y caste. But this does not invalidate the comparison. It was Brahmins as

st proup which achieved great power within the Maratha polities,
'. holized by the great public feedings and distributions of chanity to them
diskshina) Chitpavan Brahmins rose to prominence within this status group.
- The intention in this section has been to lake a new look at social and
Polnical change within the immediate pre-colonial polities of northern India.
B duing this, we have encountered a number of changes which may seem
Spnsing in the light of the still vital tradition of thinking about Indian so-
Gty which denived from the ideas of Max Weber. Tlis tradition insisted on
R low status of merchants in India, and the domination of its cities by warrior
® burcaucratic élites, which precluded the emergence of “civic liberties '

and western India where they held a near monopoly of

. Indiz —since the victory of the patnmonial kings and the Brahmins— it has been the
Wamous custe with its exclusive tabous which has prevented the fuston of city
1S 1010 a status group enjoyng social and legal equality, into a connubium
g lable cormmunity and displaying sohdanty toward the outgroup. Because of
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The argument of this chapter does not directly con
would have acknow ledged that the decline of the My
hanced the possibility of self-orcamzation

This theme can he usefully applied 10 other periods of Indyan '
to other areas. In medieval south India, for Instance, self-r

ghal siapa Mayn.
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LA™
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long-distance merchants appear 10 have had great |
states whicly developed in areas ofhigh farming '™

religious corporations within (he ragmented Mug
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