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PREFACE

The first volume of The Cambridge History of India was published in 1922.
Explaining its raison &étre, the editor, Professor E. J. Rapson, referred
to the vast accumulation of knowledge on Indian history and the
consequent need for an authoritative summary. As the history of that
project later revealed, the knowledge transmitted contained serious
gaps. In particular, the series devoted hardly any attention to economic
and social history. On the other hand, it is now recognized that The
Cambridge History of India was more than a précis of existing knowledge.
Its contributors not only added to the existing stock of information;
but their interpretations, in spite of limitations of the set framework
and the kind of bias inseparable from the times, also provoked further
reflection and research.

Projected more than half a century later, the present volume shares
some of the concerns of that work. In planning it, the editors have had
in mind a dual purpose: a statement of the existing knowledge and the
initiation of enquiry into areas which still await research in any depth.
Broadly speaking, the economic history of India in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries is now better investigated than that of the earlier
centuries or the first half of the ecighteenth. The most extensive
discovery and analysis of source material in recent years relate in fact
to the seventeenth century. Again, we know much more about agrarian
relations and aspects of manufactures and foreign trade than about
agriculture, inland commerce, population or prices. Area-wise the
northern part of the sub-continent is more intensively researched than
the southern. In the case of the south, the researchers have been
concerned more with the period down to the fifteenth century than with
later developments. The gaps in our knowledge remain large and
numerous. Given the nature of the known source material, some of these
may never be filled. Quantitative data remain, and are likely to remain,
scarce except for certain aspects of agrarian or trade history.
~ Despite such limitations, it was considered worthwhile to undertake

this project for a number of reasons. Though Moreland’s two pioneer
studies of the Indian economy in the Mughal period were published in

(ix)
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X PREFACE

1920 and 1923 and Dutt’s survey of the colonial economy came some
two decades earlier, the economic history of India for long remained
a peripheral feature of Indian historiography. The two volumes of the
Cambridge History of India which deal with the same period as our first
volume, contain between them only one chapter that deals with
economic life: even there the theme is the system of land revenue, which
is equally an aspect of administrative history. Other series of histories
of India have contained chapters on the economy; but there is usually
no more than one short narrative for each ‘period’. Political history,
if not dynastic annals, continues yet to claim a disproportionately large
share of attention in these collaborative efforts. It is, however, fair to
say that such preferences do not correspond to the major concerns of
current historical research in India, which has now begun to lay
considerable emphasis on economic and social history.

Our knowledge of the Indian economy in the pre-colonial period has,
indeed, come a long way since the publication of Moreland’s studies.
Interest in the subject, too, is no longer confined to India and Britain.
The countries with an already established tradition of research on Indian
economic history include the USA, the USSR and Japan. Besides the
substantial volume of monographs and articles on the subject, there is
a steady stream of dissertations most of which remain unpublished. In
conferences and seminars, basic disagreements on the nature of India’s
pre-colonial economy, its particular features and its dynamics of change
have often been expressed, though these are not fully reflected in the
readily accessible published material. Areas in which fresh research is
lacking also look very different in the context of new perspectives.

In view of all this, it seems no longer premature to attempt, through
collaborative effort, a history of Indian economy embodying much of
the results of recent research and stating or defining the issues that are
the subjects of debate. The project necessarily implied a certain amount
of fresh investigation, especially on the pre-Mughal period and southern
India generally. Even a tentative statement in these fields would be a
useful starting point. The depth of information and analysis in different
parts of this volume naturally varies in proportion to the quantum of
accumulated knowledge bearing on the relevant themes. What has
seemed surprising to the editors is the degree of agreement that the
contributors have reached, quite independently of each other. The
contributors also share, though in only very broad terms, a common
approach.

With Moreland the major concern was to compare national wealth
and income in India at the death of Akbar with early twentieth-century
British India. He proved to his own satisfaction that the poverty-stricken
economy of India under Britain was still an improvement, however
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PREFACE xi

small, on the age of Akbar in terms of per capita output and
consumption. Research on the economic history of pre-colonial India
is no longer confined to this depressing compatrison, important though
it is, for understanding the slow pace of the economic development of
modern India. Contributions to this volume are chiefly concerned with
queries that lie behind the question Moreland posed — these relate to
the structure and dynamics of economic life under a system of relations
of production very different from those subsisting after the British
conquest. If our investigation occasionally takes us beyond the temporal
and spatial purview of this volume for purposes of comparison, the sole
object is to better understand the nature and causation of the processes
at work.

Given this approach, and given too a large area of agreement as to
facts, the contributors still differ among themselves on the significance
or implication of particular developments and the impact of specific
phenomena on the economic process. The consequences of the European
companies’ trade and of the Mughal revenue system, for instance, have
been assessed differently by different contributors to this volume. Such
discrepancies, which reflect the current state of debate, have been
allowed to stay. As the differing analyses often derive from identical
data, there has to be some amount of repetition as well; and that too
has been allowed to remain so as not to disturb the flow of the individual
contributors’ arguments.

This volume covers the so-called period of Muslim rule in India,
identified by some as India’s Middle Ages. The relevance to economic
history, of this somewhat anachronistic chronology, as well as its
division into two halves taking the establishment of the Mughal empire
as 2 watershed, can legitimately be questioned. The issue of periodization
in India’s economic history has not yet been adequately faced. Continuity
rather than change characterized most aspects of economic life over very
long periods and the view that drastic or far-reaching discontinuities
belong only to the colonial era cannot be discounted altogether.
Monographs dealing with cross-sections of economic life have generally
accepted the chronology of political history or simply referred to the
relevant centuries to indicate the temporal limits of their enquiry.
Questions as to whether the economic phenomena discussed in such
works differ significantly, if at all, from their counterparts in proximate
epochs are seldom raised. The validity of the dates appearing in the title
of a volume is simply assumed. Often the only justification for them
is that the sources consulted belong to the time in question, even though
material from a different century would tell an identical story. To repeat,
there can be very valid objections on such grounds to the dates
delimiting the period covered in this volume—¢. 1200 to 1750.
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xii PREFACE

Organization of the rural economy, agriculture and manufactures, the
techniques of production and the commodities produced, and the
relative weights of the different sectors of production are marked by
no dramatic discontinuities around those two dates or when Bibur won
the first battle of Panipat (1526). The special irrelevance of these dates
to the economic history of south India is discussed by Professor Stein
in his contributions to this volume.

Despite the dominant continuities, however, the period from the
thirteenth to the mid-eighteenth centuries has some special characteristics
which mark it out from those which precede or follow it. To measure
the importance of these distinctive features we need to adjust some
familiar yardsticks. It is certainly a reasonable hypothesis that until India
was drawn into the network of the international economy by the process
of colonization, changes in her economy could not have been as
extensive or fundamental as those that now took place. On the other
hand it, too, cannot be ignored that changes which occurred from time
to time in earlier times were linked to some deep-going alterations in
the organization of state power, or to shifts in the country’s commercial
relations with other parts of the world, or again to slow and largely
invisible developments in the technology of production. Political and
administrative changes often implied redistribution of claims over land
or its produce, administrative unification of extensive areas or,
conversely, fragmentation of authority. These, in their tusn, could affect
the incentives to production, investments in the infrastructure, urban
development as a corollary of efforts at centralization and, through
changes in the level of peace and security, the flow of trade between
the different parts of the sub-continent. Growth of exchange and the
beginnings of an integrated market were possible results of the
last-mentioned development. Changes in foreign trade affected the
fortunes of the Indian merchants in different ways: their income and
wealth as well as their sphere of activities were in fact affected by the
patterns of competition and collaboration with the traders from abroad.
Increased demand for exports pressed on the productive resources
possibly inducing modest changes in organization, technique and
composition of trade. An increased flow of specie could produce an
inflationary trend with some of its familiar consequences. At times such
changes were in the nature of long-term fluctuations rather than
permanent discontinuities; but even where the former was the case, an
assessment of the relevant phenomena is of use in determining the
chronology of India’s economic history.

Thus the movement from one period to another before British rule,
consisted of changes within a broad framework of continuity in the
fundamentals of economic life, but noticeable still through a series of
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PREFACE xiii

changes in administrative organization, commerce, and technique and
productivity. Only in terms of this modified view of historical change
can the scheme of periodization accepted for this volume be justified.
Further, even the limited breaks with the past were often more true of
some parts of the sub-continent than of others; there were few wide-
ranging changes affecting all parts of the territory. In this, of course,
the economic history of India is not very different from that of other
countries. The identification of important new developments in a
significantly large area justifies the demarcation of a ‘period’ for the
region as a whole.

For northern India and the Deccan, the emergence and domination
of the Delhi sultanate marked a very clear break with the region’s
political past and introduced innovations of profound importance in its
cultural history. By all standards, the economic consequences of the
conquest, too, were more than skin-deep. The conquest, according to
the current consensus, came at the end of a long period of economic
decline. The process of conquest appears to have caused initially further
disarray. The innovations which mark out the history of the sultanate
as a distinct phase in India’s economic evolution include a number of
features: the successful creation of a military power sustained by the
regular extraction of resources froman extensive territory ; the emergence
of a new ruling class with direct claims over shares of the produce; a
proliferation of urban centres as an expression of the life-style preferred
by the immigrant rulers; and the growth of a small range of new
manufactures, such as paper and lime mortar; and the introduction of
some new technology. The creation of a unifying state based on military
power undoubtedly had precedents in the country’s history. But the
Delhi sultans’ success in this endeavour excelled nearly all earlier efforts,
and coming in the wake of a long period of political fragmentation,
signified radical change. For the economy, its main consequences were
linked to the level of revenue assessment and the evolution of the
iqta‘-jagir system. Taken together with the other innovations, these
features constitute a cluster distinct enough to justify the demarcation
of a period in terms of the broader view that we have urged.

Timur’s invasion towards the end of the fourteenth century marked
the effective end of Delhi’s control over territories beyond its immediate
neighbourhood. Beyond the fact that it terminated the centralized
system of revenue extraction for maintaining a vast military machine,
the event was probably of no great significance for the economy of India.
Significant economic developments began again in the sixteenth century,
largely owing to the emergence of a new empire, qualitatively different
from its predecessor, and (to a lesser, but indeterminate extent) the
expansion of commerce with Europe.
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The centralized authority created by the Mughals had manifold
implications for the economic life of the Indian people. The machinery
for revenue extraction was now streamlined, making available to the
state fabulous resources which, lavishly expended, created a vast market
for luxury manufactures and stimulated urbanization, reinforcing a
trend implicit in the growth of centralized authority. The collection of
revenue in cash helped to bind the remotest peasant to the network of
exchange. The mass of producers were almost certainly impoverished,
with revenue demand geared to as much as half the gross produce. But
the beneficiaries of the exploitation included the rural élite who, in the
declining days of the empire, began to emerge as landed proprietors,
anticipating developments of the colonial era. The Mughal peace
rendered possible a very substantial expansion in inter-regional trade,
anticipating the emergence of an integrated market.

In foreign trade, the early phase of Panikkar’s ‘Vasco da Gama era’
had consequences which went beyond the commercial sphere. The
Portuguese intervention in the Asian trade may, or may not, have added
to the net volume of India’s exports, but it surely ended the age of Arab
hegemony in the Indian waters, introduced unheard-of restrictions on
the freedom of the high seas and opened the way for the economically
more formidable European nations, represented by their East India
Companies. In course of time the latter’s trade contributed to an
undoubted increase in the absolute volume of India’s exports and
imports, stimulated Indian participation in overseas commerce and
induced some positive developments in the manufacturing sector of the
economy. The increased flow of specie raised the general level of prices
in the country; the nature of the impact of this phenomenon on Indian
economy needs to be carefully analysed. Perhaps more important in the
long run was the fact that out of the European participation in India’s
trade emerged the future colonial system. First came the desire in each
European Company for exclusive control over India’s oversea trade
and, at a later stage, the ambition to draw ‘investments’ or purchases
in India from the country’s own revenues. This was the major factor
in the quest of empire that developed with such vigour around the
middle of the eighteenth century.

The political economy of the Mughal empire and of the European
trade with India clearly mark out the age of Mughal rule as a distinct
phase in the country’s economic history. By the mid-eighteenth century,
the Mughal empire was in ruins. Its collapse contributed to the
emergence of new forms of proprietary rights in land, while war and
anarchy at least partially disrupted the network of inland commerce.
Around the same time the competitive phase in the trade of the
European companies was coming to a close: the commercial hegemony
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PREFACE Xv

of the English East India Company became well established by 1757,
partly through larger financial power, and partly through war. The
fifties of the eighteenth century did not only witness the beginning of
a new era in the political and the economic order that went with the
foundation of a colonial empire. They saw too the rapid disappearance
of those distinctive features of the economy of Mughal India, that had
been so clearly articulated in the seventeenth century.

The rise and fall of the Delhi sultanate is no doubt of little direct
relevance to the economic history of India’s south. But events which
affected the bulk of the country had their implications for the south as
well. The immense expenditure of resources on military preparedness
in the Vijayanagara empire was largely a response to threats from the
north. Yet, until the substantial increase in trade — both inland and
foreign — during the Mughal period accentuated the mutual dependence
of the different regions, southern India remained relatively isolated. By
the seventeenth century, this isolation was seriously breached. The
partial dependence of southern Coromandel on Bengal for the supply
of rice and other food stuffs is perhaps the most interesting evidence
of this breach. The price of bullion in the south, too, was affected by
the level of demand in the north. The commertcial organization of the
European companies bound it with other regions into a single supply
network: when the production of textiles in Gujarat suffered as a result
of famine in the 1630s, the Companies’ investments were shifted quickly
to the eastern coast of the peninsula and Bengal. If the thirteenth century
has relatively little significance as the beginning of a new epoch in the
economic history of southern India, the discreteness of the Mughal age
as an epoch in the economic history of the sub-continent as a whole
is less open to question.

For the pre-colonial period, research into the economic history of
different regions has hardly begun. This fact is necessarily reflected in
the planning of the present volume: the focus here is on the
sub-continent as a whole, on the uniformities rather than the diversities
and on the forces which affected the course of economic life in the
greater part of the territory. Since such an approach may do injustice
to three important regions that have followed partly autonomous lines
of development, the present volume secks to provide separate treatment
for each of these regions. The south has separate chapters devoted to
it throughout. The availability of processed data which refer specifically
to Maharashtra also makes it worthwhile to consider the distinctive
features of the region’s economic evolution. An appendix treats Assam,
a region which remained largely isolated from the rest of the country
for most of the period covered in the volume.

The system of footnotes adopted here departs somewhat from the
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system followed in other Cambridge Histories. Statements based on
easily accessible secondary works have not usually been supported by
detailed references. On the other hand, full references are sought to be
provided when the text offers results of research or interpretation
published here for the first time. Diacritical marks have been used for
all non-English words except the familiar place-names. A major
problem in the presentation of this volume is that it is difficult to achieve
standardization between different languages with differing accepted
systems of transliteration, combined with the degree of anglicization
customary in the discussion of the subjects and the areas. We decided
to respect the contributors’ preferences in the matter of transliteration
even though this meant a lack of uniformity in spelling.

It has not been found practicable to furnish a separate bibliography
for each chapter. Repetitions would have enlarged the bulk unduly, or,
were this avoided, the reader would have had all the time to shift from
the bibliography of one chapter to another in the pursuit of cross-
references. The arrangement actually followed in our bibliography is
explained in a note prefacing it at the end of this volume.

While introducing a volume in another series of Cambridge Histories,
the editor claimed that it would stand, if need be for years, if need be
alone’. Our expectations are far more modest. We only dare to hope
that our collaborative effort will stimulate discussion and help create
new knowledge which may replace before many years the information
and analysis offered in this volume.

TAPAN RAYCHAUDHURI
IRFAN HABIB
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