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INDIAN POLITY IN THE MID-18TH 
CENTURY
18th Century: A Dark Age?

Till recently, the 18th century was described 
as a Dark Age when chaos and anarchy ruled. The 
Mughal Empire had collapsed, local powers failed to 
set up empires and stability returned only with the 
spread of British supremacy in the late 18th Century. 
It suited the British writers of the Cambridge History 
of India, and their Indian followers, to paint the 18th 
Century as black so that British rule would illustrate 
up as a blessing in omparison. Historian Jadunath 
Sarkar’s words in the History of Bengal, Vol. II, 
deserves to be quoted:

 “On 23rd June 1757, the Middle ages of India 
ended and her contemporary age began... in 
the twenty years from Plassey, Warren Hast-
ings ... all felt the revivifying touch of the im-
petus from the west.”

There are obvious troubles with such a view. 
The Mughal Empire’s power was not as widespread 
or deep as was whispered. Important parts of India, 
especially in the North East and South, remained 
outside it, as did several social groups. Hence, 
Mughal decline cannot serve as an adequate theme 
for discussing changes taking lay all in excess of 
India. Scholars have recently argued that the estab-
lishment of local politics was perhaps the dominant 
characteristic of the eighteenth century, rather than 
the fall and rise of all-India empires. The 18th 
Century is presented through Satish Chandra, a 
leading historian of medieval India, as a separate 
chronological whole, rather than split into two 
halves, pre-British and British.

Decline of the Mughal Empire

The first half of the eighteenth century witnessed 
the decline of the Mughal Empire. Through 1740, 
when the era of our study begins, Nadir Shah had 
laid waste to Delhi. It was the Marathas, not the 
Mughals, who fought Abdali in 1761. Till 1783 the 
Mughal emperor was a pensioner of the British.

Internal Weaknesses: Struggle for Power
Aurangzeb’s misguided policies had weakened 

the stable Mughal polity. But the two main pillars on 
which the empire rested-the army and the adminis-
tration were still upright in 1707. Wars of succession 
and weak rulers plagued Delhi from 1707 to 1719. 
Muhammad Shah’s rule from 1719 to 1748 was 
extensive enough for the revival of imperial fortunes 
but the complete incompetence of the emperor ruled 
out this possibility.

It was in his region that Nizam-ul-Mulk resigned 
as wazir and set up the self-governing state of 
Hyderabad in 1724. Bengal, Awadh, and Punjab 
followed the same pattern and the empire was split 
up into successor states. Petty chiefs interpreted this 
as a signal for rebellion and the Marathas began to 
create their bid to inherit the imperial mantle.

External Challenge
The Persian monarch, Nadir Shah attacked 

India in 1738-39. Lahore was soon conquered and 
the Mughal army was defeated at Karnal on 13th 
February 1739. To complete the ignominy, the 
Mughal emperor Mohammed Shah was captured and 
Delhi lay waste. The well recognized poets Mir and 
Sauda lamented the devastation of Delhi. Though, 
the impact of Nadir Shah’s invasion on Delhi was 
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not as big a setback as commonly whispered. Abda-
li’s invasions left Delhi worse off but by 1772 the 
municipality had revived.

70 crores of rupees were gathered from the 
official treasury and the safes of the rich nobles. 
The Peacock Throne and the Kohinoor diamond 
were the two mainly priced items of his loot. Nadir 
Shah gained strategically crucial Mughal territory to 
the west of the river Indus including Kabul. India 
was once more vulnerable to attacks from the North 
West.

Ahmad Shah Abdali gained prominence as 
Nadir Shah’s commander and recognized his rule 
in excess of Afghanistan after the death of Nadir 
Shah. He invaded North India several times flanked 
by 1748 and 1767. The mainly well recognized was 
his victory in excess of the Marathas in 1761 which 
is recognized as the third Battle of Panipat.

Decline: Some Interpretations
Our understanding concerning the decline of the 

Mughal power has changed in excess of the dec-
ades. The traditional view, presented through Irving, 
Sarkar etc., highlighted the personal failings of the 
emperors and the nobles, their immorality and indul-
gence in luxury. Mughal rule was portrayed through 
Sarkar and others as Muslim rule and Maratha, Sikh 
and Bundela uprisings were understood as a Hindu 
reaction to Islamic onslaught.

As opposed to this view point, the crisis in the 
Mughal economic system has been rightly stressed 
through Satish Chandra and Irfan Habib. Satish 
Chandra has pointed to the crisis in the jagirdari 
system as the vital cause for the downfall, caused 
through a shortage of jagirs and in excess of abun-
dance of jagirdars. Irfan Habib showed the agrarian 
system becoming more exploitative as pressure on 
limited possessions grew. This sparked off peasant 
revolts which ruined imperial stability.

The New Cambridge History of India takes a 
totally opposite stand from Habib. Mughal decline 
is seen as the result of the success of the Mughal 
system, rather than its failure. It is argued, for 
instance, that the zamindars whose rebellions against 
the Mughals spelled the end of the latter’s empire, 
were rich not poor farmers, backed through wealthy 
merchants. Though, this view is yet to be recognized 

with further proof. The usually accepted view rem-
nants one of economic crisis.

Stability of Mughal Traditions
In sharp contrast to the rapid territorial disin-

tegration of the Mughal empire was the stubborn 
survival of the Mughal tradition of government. 
By 1761 the Mughal empire was an empire only 
in name, it could better be described as the state 
of Delhi. But the prestige of the emperor, the king 
of kings, was so considerable, that whether it was 
acquiring territory, a throne or an empire, the sanc-
tion of the emperor was sought. Even rebel chiefs 
of the Marathas and Sikhs sometimes recognized the 
emperor as the fountain head of power. The Sikhs 
made offerings to the Delhi court in 1783 (despite 
their gurus having been killed through the Mughals) 
and the Maratha leader, Shahu, visited Aurangzeb’s 
tomb in 1714.

The British and the Maratha fought in excess 
of possession of the person of the emperor, hoping 
to gain legitimacy for their claims to inherit the 
imperial mantle. Shah Alam II was made a pen-
sioner of the company after the battle of Buxar but 
he preferred the protection of the Marathas at Delhi. 
British job of Delhi in 1803 brought him once again 
under British protection. Mughal administrative 
practice was adopted through the local powers. It 
was natural for the successor states of the Mughal 
empire to continue with old Mughal practice. Even 
the states, such as the Maratha, which began as 
popular reactions against imperial rule, copied 
Mughal methods of administration. Several officers 
schooled in Mughal practice establish employment 
in numerous local kingdoms.

Stability of Organizations Vs. Change in 
Structure

Though, we should not deduce from the stability 
of organizations that the Mughal political system 
survived. The new polities were local, none could 
achieve an all India level. Some of the old organi-
zations were reintegrated into new political systems 
through the local chiefs and later through the British. 
The old Mughal organizations served very dissimilar 
functions under colonialism. Land revenue practices 
might be the same as earlier, but the wealth gathered 
was drained from India under colonialism. This 
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distinction flanked by form and function is blurred 
through imperialist historians with the intention of 
emphasizing stability of organizations to illustrate that 
the British were no dissimilar from their precursors.

The Emergence of Local Political order

Beside with the decline of the Mughal empire, 
the second major theme of the 18th Century was 
the emergence of local political. Broadly there were 
three types of states which came into prominence: 
The states which broke absent from the Mughal 
empire, the new states set up by the rebels against 
the Mughal, and The self-governing states.

Successor States
Hyderabad, Bengal, and Awadh were the three 

cases where provincial governors under the Mughals 
set up self-governing states. The breakaway from 
Delhi occurred in stages — the revolt of individuals 
followed through that of the social groups, socie-
ties, and finally regions. Zamindari revolts in the 
provinces against imperial demands triggered off the 
breakaway.

Governors did not get support from the cen-
tre and tried to secure support of the local elites. 
Though, links with the centre were maintained and 
Mughal tradition sustained. Awadh and Hyderabad 
came to help the Mughals when Nadir Shah invaded 
Delhi. Through their links with factions of nobles, 
the provincial chiefs were often strong enough to 
control the centre. Hence the changes in polity in 
this era may more appropriately be characterized as 
transformation (to use Muzaffar Alam’s term) rather 
than collapse. A new political order was constructed 
within the Mughal institutional framework.

The collapse of the all India polity did not lead 
to generalized economic decline. The local picture 
was very varied. Punjab’s economy was disrupted 
through foreign invasions but Awadh experienced 
economic growth.

Safdar Jang, Nawab of Awadh, on his accession 
paid Rs. 3 crores to Nadir Shah. A stable polity 
urbanized in Awadh on the foundation of economic 
prosperity while the states set up in Punjab collapsed.

Hyderabad
The death of Nizam-ul-Mulk in 1748 marked 

the closing of a glorious first chapter in the history 

of Hyderabad. It had started with the base of the 
state in 1724 through Nizam-ul-Mulk, a prominent 
noble at the time the Saiyids controlled the court 
at Delhi. He assisted Mohammed Shah in deposing 
the Saiyids and in return was given the office of 
Subadar of the Deccan.

He reorganized the administration and stream-
lined the revenue system. After a brief tenure as 
wazir at Delhi from 1722 to 1724, he returned to the 
Deccan to set up a state which was self-governing in 
practice, though he continued to declare allegiance 
to the Mughal emperor. The formation of local elite 
gave stability to this independence, as Karen Leon-
ard has shown in her study of Hyderabad’s political 
system. Reform in the revenue system, subduing of 
Zamindars, and tolerance towards Hindus were in 
the middle of his wise policies.

But his death in 1748 exposed Hyderabad to the 
machinations of the Marathas and later the foreign 
companies. The Marathas invaded the state at will 
and imposed Chauth upon the helpless inhabitants. 
Nizam-ul-Mulk’s son, Nasir Jang and grandson, 
Muzaffar Jang, entered into a bloody war of succes-
sion. The French under Dupleix used this opportunity 
to play off one group against the other and supported 
Muzzaffar Jang, who gave them handsome monetary 
and territorial rewards.

Bengal
Independence in practice and allegiance in name 

to the power at Delhi marked the rule of the Nawabs 
of Bengal. Murshid Kuli Khan became Governor of 
Bengal in 1717 under Mughal aegis but his link with 
Delhi was limited to sending tribute. Shuja-ud-din 
became Nawab in 1727 and ruled till 1739 when 
Alivardi Khan assumed charge. In 1756, Siraj-ud-
daula became the Nawab of Bengal on the death of 
his grandfather Alivardi Khan.

The Bengal rulers did not discriminate on reli-
gious grounds in creation public appointments and 
Hindus reached high positions in the Civil Service 
and obtained lucrative zamindaris. The Nawabs were 
fiercely self-governing and maintained strict control 
in excess of the foreign companies trading in their 
realm. Fortifications were rightly not allowed in the 
French and English factories at Chandernagar and 
Calcutta, nor did the Nawab concede to their special 
privileges. The sovereignty of the ruler was upheld 
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even in the face of the threats of the British East 
India Company to use force to obtain its end.

Though, the Nawabs suffered defeat at the hands 
of the British because of their weak and meager 
army and their under estimation of the danger posed 
through the company. The British victory at Plassey 
in 1757 inaugurated a new stage in British policies 
with India.

Awadh
Saadat Khan Burhan-ul-Mulk slowly secured the 

independence of Awadh after his appointment as 
Governor in 1722. The main problem in Awadh was 
posed through the zamindars that not only refused 
to pay land revenue and behaved like autonomous 
chiefs with their forts and armies. Sadat Khan 
subdued them and introduced a new land resolution 
which provided protection to the peasants from the 
zamindars. The Jagirdari system was reformed and 
jagirdaris granted to the local gentry, who were also 
given positions in the administration and army. A 
“local ruling group” appeared, consisting of Shai-
khzadas, Afghans and parts of the Hindus. The 
second group of local states were the ‘new states’ 
or ‘insurgent states’ set up through rebels against the 
Mughals—the Marathas, Sikhs, Jats and Afghans. 
The first three began as popular movements of 
peasant insurgency. The leadership was not with 
the nobility but with ‘new men’, often from lower 
orders, e.g., Hyder Ali, Sindhias, and Holkars.

Marathas
If the two main themes of the 18th century were 

decline of Mughal power and base of colonial rule, 
then a third theme was the rise and fall of local 
states, the mainly important in the middle of them 
being the Marathas. One all-India empire declined, 
a second one took its lay, and a third empire failed 
to approach into being. Mughal decline spanned the 
first part of the century; British ascendancy grew 
rapidly in the second half, and mainly of the terrain 
of the middle of the century was occupied through 
the swaying political fortunes of the Marathas.

The vital contours of the Maratha State system 
dominated through the Peshwas or chief minis-
ters were evolved throughout the time of Balaji 
Vishwanath. He was a loyal official of Shahu, 
Shivaji’s grandson, who was head of the Maratha, 

has after his release from custody in 1707. The 
powers of the office of the Peshwa rapidly increased 
throughout his tenure till it became the fountain head 
of power of the whole Maratha Empire.

Balaji Vishwanath died in 1720 and his son 
Baji Rao in 1740. By then the Marathas were no 
longer a local power but had attained the status of 
an expansionist empire. They had acquired control in 
excess of distant regions of the Mughal empire. The 
main weakness, though, was that these conquests 
were made at the initiative of the Maratha Chiefs 
who were unwilling to accept regulation from the 
Peshwa. These chiefs had accepted the Peshwa’s 
power because of the military and financial ben-
efit that accrued from this association. Collection 
of Chauth and Sardeshmukhi of a sure region was 
assigned to the chiefs and conquest permitted. These 
chiefs were only too willing to go in excess of to 
the other face, if the Peshwa exercised control in 
excess of their behaviors. This was the situation in 
Balaji Vishwanath’s time.

Perhaps learning from this, Baji Rao himself led 
military campaigns and acquired the wealthy region 
of Malwa and Gujarat in the middle of others. Unfor-
tunately, he got embroiled in disagreement with the 
other great power in the Deccan, Nizam-ul-Mulk. 
An alliance against the Mughal, and later the British, 
would have benefited both, but they chose to go in 
for alliances with even Mughal functionaries against 
each other.

The Nizam was decisively beaten twice through 
Baji Rao’s forces but the struggle for mastery 
flanked by the two sustained. When the British 
entered the fray the contest became a triangular 
one, which proved to be of great advantage to the 
British, who could play off one against the other. 
Balaji Rao, better recognized as Nana Saheb, was 
Peshwa from 1740 to 1761. Maratha power achieved 
its climax throughout his rule. Expansion was now 
no longer limited to regions in excess of Which the 
Mughal has an uncertain hold. No part of India was 
spared the depredations of Maratha conquest. The 
South proved relatively easier to subdue. Hyderabad 
Surrendered a big chunk of territory after its defeat 
in 1760 and Mysore and other states paid tribute. In 
the east, repeated conquests of Bengal gained them 
Orissa in 1751. In Central India, Malwa, Gujarat 
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and Rohilkhand, which had been conquered through 
Baja RAO, were integrated with the rest of the 
Martha empire.

Struggle flanked by Mughal, Marathas 
and Afghans

Mastery in excess of North India proved more 
hard to uphold after the initial easy conquest. The 
Mughal at Delhi came under Martha power but the 
Afghans under Adbdali threw back the Marathas.

The Third Battle of Panipat, 1761
The third battle of Panipat commenced on 14th 

January 1761. But the disagreement and its outcome 
were brewing since 1752 when Maratha forces 
over ran North India and the Mughals recognized 
their power at the Delhi court. Imad-ul-MuIk was 
proclaimed the Wazir of the Kingdom but for all 
practical purposes the Marathas were the rulers. The 
Marathas were not content with their acquisitions 
and looked greedily towards the Punjab, which was 
ruled through a tributary of Abdali. This was a 
grave mistake. Abdali had retreated from India after 
carrying away what he could. He left behind trusted 
followers in charge of Indus regions, but decided to 
return to challenge the ambitious Maratha power.

The disagreement inevitably became a multifac-
eted one as the major and minor north Indian powers 
got drawn in. Here the Afghans were at an advantage 
as the Marathas had acquired several enemies in 
the procedure of conquering and administering this 
core region of the empire. The Mughal nobles, apart 
from Imad-ul-Mulk, had been defeated through them 
in the power game. The Jat and the Rajput chiefs 
were totally alienated through their conquests which 
were followed through imposition of heavy fines. 
The Sikhs, already frustrated in their effort to con-
solidate their power through the foreign invasions, 
were obviously in no mood to help the Marathas to 
annex Punjab in their empire.

The Rohilkhand chief and the Awadh Nawabs, 
whose region had been overrun by the Marathas, 
even went to the extent of joining hands with Abdali. 
The Maratha armies marched alone to the battlefield 
of Panipat to confront Abdali.

The Maratha army was no match for the 
Afghans. Though it boasted of troops trained on 

Western style. 28,000 Marathas died on the battle-
field, beside with the commanders of the army, the 
Peshwa’s minor son Vishwas Rao and the latter’s 
cousin, Sadashiv Rao Bhau. The Peshwa, Balaji Baji 
Rao did not survive for long, after hearing the tragic 
news of the defeat.

Aftermath of the Third Battle of Panipat
The third battle of Panipat proved important 

in the struggle for mastery in excess of India. 
The Marathas’ ambition of replacing the Mughals 
as the imperial power was checked at a strategic 
point through this defeat. The beneficiaries were 
the British rather than the Afghans. The British got 
a tremendous opportunity to expand their power in 
Bengal and India. Once they had got these footholds, 
there was no looking back. For a brief, while after 
the debacle of 1761, it seemed as if the fortunes of 
the Marathas were reviving.

Madhav Rao, who became Peshwa in 1761, was 
successful in subduing the old enemies, the Rohilas, 
the Rajput and Jat Chiefs in the north and Mysore 
and Hyderabad in the south. But the early demise of 
the Peshwa in 1772, at the age of 28, finally ended 
the Marathas dream. Factional struggle for power 
ensued, exposing the Maratha power to defeat at the 
hands of the British in the first anglo-Maratha war.

Nature of the Maratha State and Movement
The rise of the Marathas was both a local 

reaction against Mughal centralization as well as a 
manifestation of the upward mobility of Backward 
classes and castes. The petty rural gentry and the 
hereditary cultivators shaped the social base. Peas-
ant castes wanted to achieve Kshatriya status while 
officials sought to concentrate power in their hands. 
Levy was institutionalized as chauth and made a 
legitimate part of the Maratha state system. Money 
was raised through chauth to supplement the income 
from the poor, underdeveloped regions of the Mar-
athas. But reliance on plunder was an inadequacy 
of the Maratha system and they did not impose 
direct rule even when the rich regions of Carnatic, 
Coromandel and the Gangetic Valley came under 
their control.

The Marathas adopted some parts of the 
Mughal administrative system, but they concentrated 
attention on techniques of extracting surplus. The 
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absence of an extensive administrative hierarchy or a 
well-defined provincial power prevented them from 
consolidating their power at a rapid pace, necessary 
before the Afghans and the British could defeat 
them. These administrative and financial weaknesses 
were compounded through their technological back-
wardness, especially in the military sphere.

The new development of the time, artillery, 
small arms, especially the flint guns and improved 
firearms were not adopted. The strategically located 
province of Punjab had witnessed the spread of an 
egalitarian, new religion, Sikhism, at the end of 
the 15th century. It was confined to the personal 
sphere for two centuries, but through the time of 
Guru Gobind Singh, the tenth Guru, social survival 
and politics had transformed the adherents of this 
faith into a well-knit society. Guru Gobind Singh’s 
disagreement with Aurangzeb is well recognized, as 
is Banda Bahadur’s rebellion against Aurangzeb’s 
successors.

The Mughals ruthlessly suppressed the revolt as 
Punjab was strategically crucial. The Sikhs, unlike 
other rebels, were not willing to compromise with 
the Mughals. They refused to have any link with 
the centre and insisted on being fully self-governing 
rulers. There were internal weaknesses too. The 
influence of the leaders of the movement, the Kha-
tris, declined, as trade and urban centers withered 
under the combined impact of the foreign invasions 
and the Marathas. The movement had drawn in the 
lower castes with the prospect of upward mobility, 
but this invited the opposition of the upper castes 
and classes.

For a quarter century after the suppression of 
Banda Bahadur’s rebellion in 1715, the Sikhs were 
quiescent. But adversity for the Mughal empire 
proved to be a beneficial opportunity for the Sikhs. 
The invasion of Nadir Shah and Abdali exposed 
north India and what they could not plunder and 
take away, was looted through the Sikhs. On the 
foundation of this booty and taking advantage of the 
breakdown of imperial control in Punjab, the Sikhs 
rapidly reorganised their control once Abdali and his 
followers returned home.

There followed an era when 12 Misls or confed-
eracies constituted the province. Recent scholarship 
has debunked the view that the Sikh political sys-

tem was theocratic and placed it alongside secular 
politics elsewhere in the country. Punjab’s rise to 
prominence had to wait till the end of the century 
for Ranjit Singh.

Jats
The Jats were an agriculturist Caste inhabiting 

the Delhi-Agra belt. In the latter half of the 17th 
century their revolts against Mughal power shook 
the stability of the core region of the Mughal empire. 
As Mughal power declined, Jat power grew and a 
peasant revolt was transformed into an uprising that 
proved destructive of all other groups in the region, 
including the Rajput Zamindars. Despite originating 
as a peasant rebellion, the Jat state remained feudal, 
with Zamindars holding both administrative and 
revenue powers and revenue demands under Suraj 
Mai were higher than under the Mughals.

Churaman and Badan Singh founded the Jat state 
at Bharatpur but it was Suraj Mal who consolidated 
Jat power throughout his rule from 1756 to 1763. 
Expansion of the state brought its boundaries to the 
Ganga in the east, the Chambal in the south, Delhi 
in the north and Agra in the west. In addition he 
possessed great administrative skill, especially in the 
meadows of revenue and civil affairs. Though, his 
rule was short existed and his death in 1763 also 
marked the demise of the Jat state.

Farukhabad and Rohilkhand
The states of Rohilkhand and the kingdom of 

the Bangash Pathans were a fall-out of the Afghan 
migration from the 17th century. Large immigration 
of Afghans into India took place in mid-18th cen-
tury because of political and economic disruption in 
Afghanistan. Ali Muhammad Khan took advantage 
of the collapse of power in north India following 
Nadir Shah’s invasion, and set up a petty kingdom, 
Rohilkhand. This was the region of the Himalayan 
foothills located flanked by Kumaon in the north 
and the Ganga in the south. The Rohilas, as the 
inhabitants of Rohilkhand were recognized, suffered 
heavily at the hands of the other powers in the region, 
the Jats and the Awadh rulers and later the Mar-
athas and the British. Mohammad Khan Bangash, 
an Afghan, had set up a self-governing kingdom to 
the east of Delhi in the region approximately around 
Farrukhabad.
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The Afghani Use of artillery, especially the flint 
gun, ended the power of cavalry since the early 
medieval ages. Politically the role of the Afghans 
was based upon self-preservation. Not only did 
they accentuate the decline of the Mughals but they 
helped Abdali to subdue Awadh, which could have 
checked British expansion.

Self-governing Kingdoms
There was a third type of state which was neither 

the result of a breakaway from or rebellion against 
Delhi. Mysore, the Rajput states and Kerala fall in 
this category.

Mysore
The mid-18th century witnessed the emergence 

of Mysore as an important power in South India. 
Haidar Ali laid the foundations of Mysore’s power, 
which were consolidated through his able son, Tipu 
Sultan. Though Haidar Ali was only a junior officer, 
of general parentage, in the Mysore army, he slowly 
rose to be a brilliant commander. His mainly extra 
ordinary attainment was his realization that only a 
contemporary army could be the foundation of a 
powerful state. Consequently, he inducted French 
experts to set up an arsenal and train the troops 
based on western style. Soon after he was able to 
overthrow the real power behind the Mysore throne, 
the minister Nunjaraj in 1761.

The boundaries of the Mysore state extended to 
contain the rich coastal regions of Karnataka and 
Malabar. An expansionist at heart, Haidar naturally 
clashed with other powers in the region, the Mar-
athas, Hyderabad and the new entrants in the game, 
the British. In 1769, he inflicted a heavy defeat on 
British forces near to Madras. With his death in 
1782, his son Tipu became Sultan and extended his 
father’s policies further. However, Tipu’s rule falls 
outside the scope of this Unit.

Rajputs
The Rajput rulers did not lag behind in con-

solidating their position by taking advantage of the 
disintegration of the Mughal empire. None were big 
enough to contend with the Marathas or the British 
for the position of paramount power. Their idea was 
to slowly loosen their ties with Delhi and function as 
self-governing states in practice. They participated 

in the struggle for power at the court of Delhi and 
gained lucrative and influential governorships from 
the Mughal emperors.

Rajput policy continued to be fractured in the 
post Mughal era. All the states followed a policy 
of constant expansion absorbing weak neighbours 
whenever possible. This took lay within the State 
too, with one faction ousting the other in a contin-
uously played game of one-up-manship at the court 
of the Mughals. The mainly well-recognized Rajput 
ruler, Jai Singh of Amber, ruled Jaipur from 1699 
to 1743.

Kerala
The three states of Cochin, Travancore and Cali-

cut together comprised the present state of Kerala. 
The territories of a big number of chiefs and rajas 
had been incorporated into these states by 1763. But 
the expansion of Mysore proved destructive for the 
stability of Kerala. Haidar Ali invaded Kerala in 
1766 and annexed Malabar and Calicut.

Travancore, the southern mighty state and 
geographically distant was the only prominent state 
to be was spared. Travancore had gained in impor-
tance after 1729 when its King, Martanda Verma, 
expanded his dominions with the help of a strong and 
contemporary army trained in Western style and well 
equipped with contemporary weapons. The Dutch 
were ousted from Kerala and the feudal chiefs were 
suppressed. His vision extended beyond expansion 
to development of his state and provision was made 
for irrigation and transport and communication. His 
successor Rama Verma, a man of great creativity 
and learning, including Western knowledge, was 
responsible for creation of Trivandrum, the capital, 
a centre of scholarship and art.

Weaknesses of Local Polities
These states were strong enough to destroy 

Mughal power but none was able to replace it 
through a stable polity at an all-India stage. This was 
because of some inherent weaknesses in their local 
politics. Though some of them tried to modernise, 
notably Mysore, on the whole they were backward 
in science and technology. These states could not 
reverse the common economic stagnation which had 
plagued the Mughal economy. The Jagirdari crisis 
intensified as income from agriculture declined and 
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the number of contenders for a share of the surplus 
multiplied. Trade, internal and foreign sustained 
without disruption and even prospered but the rest 
of the economy stagnated.

The analysis of these weaknesses has been 
questioned by the historians recently. Some repre-
sentative examples will illustrate a dissimilar trend. 
Satish Chandra argues that it is wrong to talk of 
generalized economic decline and social stagnation. 
The resilience of the economy was in sharp con-
trast to the pace with which the polity collapsed. 
For instance, Bengal withstood the ravages of early 
colonial rule very well. Bengal’s economy stabilized 
after the 1770s and export of cotton piece goods went 
up to 2 million in the 1790s from 400,000 in the 1750s.

The social structure did not stagnated, it changed 
and the upward mobility of the low castes and “new 
men” was a general characteristic of India.

Muzaffar Alam presents a regionally varied 
picture, with some regions (Awadh) experiencing 
economic prosperity and other regions stagnation 
(Punjab). Politics remained local because there 
appeared no state system indigenously with enough 
surpluses for an all-India system comparable to the 
Mughal empire.

The Rise of British Power

The third and the mainly crucial characteristic of 
the 18th century polity was the rise and expansion of 
the British power in India. It opened a new stage in 
the history of India. This part will let us know how 
the British came to India and subsequently expanded 
their power.

From Trading Company to Political Power
The mid-18th century saw the transformation of 

the English East India Company from trading enter-
prises to a political power. From its establishment on 
31 December 1600 to 1744, the English East India 
Company slowly expanded its trade and influence 
in India. The Portuguese and Dutch were eased out 
through a strategy combining war and maneuvers 
at the Mughal court. Through the 18th century the 
main foreign power remaining in the fray was the 
French East India Company, a comparatively late 
entrant in the race. The beginning of the empire is 
usually traced to 1757, when the British defeated the 

Bengal Nawab at Plassey. The ground for the vic-
tory of 1757 was laid in South India where British 
military might and diplomatic strategy were success-
fully tested out vis-a-vis the French Company. The 
conflict, popularly recognized as the Carnatic Wars, 
spanned a quarter century from 1744 to 1763.

The English East India Company had remained 
a commercial body for one and a half centuries. 
Why did it acquire its political ambitions at this 
time? The expansion of European manufacture and 
trade and the emergence of aggressive nation states 
in Europe lay behind the expansion of the European 
companies in India from the 1730s. In India, the 
decline of Mughal power obviously provided a great 
opportunity for expansion of power.

The company’s need for more revenue from 
taxation inclined it towards establishing an empire. 
The company needed money to uphold its trade and 
pay its troops and so acquisition of territory seemed 
the obvious method of meeting this requirement. 
The company’s interest in conquering Bengal was 
two-fold. Protection of its trade and control in excess 
of Bengal’s revenue.

The intention was to remit the surplus revenue of 
Bengal as tribute through the channel of investment 
in Bengal goods.

Anglo-French Struggle in South India
Hyderabad had become self-governing of central 

power under Nizam-ul-Mulk but after his death in 
1748, it entered into an era of great instability, as 
did the Carnatic. Disputes of succession offered the 
foreign companies a chance for intervention.

First Carnatic War
The First Carnatic War was provoked through 

the outbreak of hostilities in Europe in 1742. By 
1745, the war spread to India where French and 
English East India Companies were rivals in trade 
and political power. The English attack of French 
ships close to Pondicherry was duly matched through 
the French response in Madras. At this juncture the 
Nawab of Carnatic responded to an English appeal 
to protect Madras and his armies were defeated 
through the small French army at St. Thomas close 
to Madras. With the end of the war in Europe, the 
hostilities in India ceased, but only temporarily. The 



Modern Indian History | 9

issue of supremacy had not been decisively settled 
and from 1748 onwards a situation of disagreement 
once again appeared.

The Second Carnatic War
The second war was the outcome of the diplo-

matic efforts of Dupleix, the French Governor-gen-
eral in India. Disputes in excess of claims to the 
throne arose both in Hyderabad and in the Carnatic. 
Dupleix was quick to extend support to Chanda Sahib 
in the Carnatic and Muzaffar Jang in Hyderabad, 
with the intention of obtaining handsome rewards 
from them. This early preparation was useful as 
the French and their allies defeated their opponents 
in 1749. The French gained territorially and mon-
etarily. Important gains were the Northern Sarkars, 
Masulipatnam and some villages near Pondicherry. 
Political powers was secured at the Nizam’s court 
through the appointment of an agent at the court.

The English avenged their defeat in 1750. Rob-
ert Clive master minded the battle of Arcot with 
only 200 English and 300 Indian soldiers. Chanda 
Sahib had no option but to rush to the defense of 
his capital, lifting the siege of Trichinopoly and 
releasing Muhammad Ali in consequence. This was 
what Clive had hoped would happen.

The French effort to strike back was frustrated 
through the lack of support given through the 
French government. They had incurred heavy losses 
in America and India and preferred a humiliating 
peace to an expensive disagreement. Thus the very 
nature of the company, it’s being approximately a 
department of the state, proved disastrous for it. The 
French state was not only corrupt and decadent, 
it failed to stay in row with current growths and 
visions into the future. Dupleix was recalled after 
negotiations with the English Company in 1754. The 
French challenge was virtually ended.

Third Carnatic War
A third war broke out in 1756, with the com-

mencement of war in Europe. Count de Lally sailed 
to India to aid the French army but his ships were 
sent back and the French troops were defeated in 
Carnatic. The French presence at the court and ter-
ritory in Hyderabad state were taken away by the 
English. The battle of Wandiwash in 1760 marked 
the elimination of French power in India.

Peace like war was once again connected with 
Europe. The Treaty of Paris in 1763 reduced the 
French company to a pure trading body without any 
political privileges.

The disagreement flanked by the English and 
French companies was a crucial stage in the con-
solidation of British power in India. At the end, the 
superiority of the British over the French was clearly 
proved. The lessons learnt in the Carnatic were well 
applied in other parts of the country.

Conquest of Bengal : Plassey to Buxar
Bengal was the first province where the British 

recognized political control. The Nawab, Siraj-ud-
daula, was defeated at the battle of Plassey in 1757. 
The grant of the Zamindari of 24 Parganas by Mir 
Jafar in 1757 and then of the Burdwan, Midnapore 
and Chittagoh in 1760 by Mir Kasim gave the 
Company’s servants the opportunity to oppress the 
officials of the Nawab and the peasants. Trading 
privileges were likewise misused. Mir Kasim 
followed Siraj-ud-daula’s instance and refused to 
accept these attacks on his sovereignity. He joined 
battle with the British at Buxar in 1764 along with 
the Nawab of Awadh and the Mughal emperor. The 
company won an easy victory.

Dual Government
The treaty of Bengal in 1765 inaugurated the 

Dual Government of Bengal. Clive became Gover-
nor of Bengal and Company, the virtual ruler. The 
Nawab was the ruler merely in name as his army 
had been disbanded. The administration was handed 
over of to a Deputy Subadar, who would function 
on behalf of the Nawab, but would be nominated 
through the company. The company had direct con-
trol in process of collection of revenues through the 
Deputy diwan. As the offices of diwan and subadar 
were held through the same person, the company’s 
control was total.

Moreover, the great advantage was that respon-
sibility remained to be with the Nawab. The blame 
for the extortions and oppression through the com-
pany’s servants fell on the Nawab. It is estimated 
that Rs. 5.7 million were taken from Bengal in the 
years 1766 to 1768 alone. Senior British officials 
including Clive admitted that Company’s rule was 
unjust and corrupt and meant untold misery for the 
people of Bengal.
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Reorganisation of the Political System
The administrative abuses were so great that 

the company ended the dual government in 1772. 
The company was essentially a trading corporation, 
ill equipped to administer territory. Changes were 
necessary in the constitution to enable it to wield 
political power and for the British Government to 
regulate the functioning of the company. This was 
affected through the Regulating Act of 1773.

Introduction of Western Organizations
The significance of the Regulating Act lies in 

its introduction of the British mode of governance. 
British style organizations were introduced. The 
Governor-General and his council were to run the 
administration of Bengal and supervise that of Bom-
bay and Madras. The Supreme Court of justice was 
set up at Calcutta to administer justice just as to 
British percepts. The nucleus of administrative tools 
already lived within the company, as it had an army, 
imposed taxes and imparted justice. Initially the old 
system was only extended, but through the turn of 
the century, British principles had permeated deep. 

One such principle was the separation of the 
judiciary from the executive. Civil courts set up and 
presided by judges, proved popular. 200,000 cases 
per year being the average in the early nineteenth 
century. The police system took form under Corn-
wallis. Both the Nawab and his subordinates lost 
power as the company became the supreme power. 
The powerful state tools created was planned to 
enforce obedience of the subjects. Continuities with 
earlier practice lived but the change in the way 
people were ruled was fundamental.

Change was not immediately visible. Revenue 
collection procedures were derived from varied tra-
ditional and Mughal practices. But the establishment 
of control of the British Government in excess of 
the Company’s administration and policies marked 
the replacement of the indigenous political system 
through an imperial system subservient to the inter-
ests of Britain.

BENGAL AND AWADH
Bengal and Awadh: Under the Mughals

The emergence of Awadh and Bengal as autono-
mous self-governing states in the eighteenth century 

was not an in accessible development. The rise of 
self-governing states in Awadh, Bengal, Hyderabad, 
Mysore and in other regions was one of the predom-
inant characteristics of the eighteenth century Indian 
polity. The on-going research on the decline of the 
Mughal Empire has shown that various factors like 
administrative crisis, agrarian crisis, societal crisis, 
etc., combining together destabilized the Mughal 
imperial system. The debate is still on in the middle 
of historians in relation to the nature and relative 
importance of these various factors. For our present 
purpose it is significant to understand the nature of 
the Mughal provincial polity in the early eighteenth 
century so that we can follow the procedure involved 
in the emergence of new regimes in Bengal and Awadh.

Bengal and Awadh were integral parts of the 
Mughal imperial system. In both the provinces 
higher officials like the Nazim and the Diwan were 
directly recruited through the Mughal emperors. The 
provincial officials were as follows. In the Suba or 
province, the head of revenue administration was 
the Diwan, and the executive head controlling other 
matters of civil and military administration was the 
Nazim. These were aided through the Bakshi who 
was the military pay-master of the Suba, the Kotwal 
who headed the police department, the Qazi who dis-
pensed Justice and the Waqai Navis responsible for 
collecting and reporting news which had a bearing 
on political affairs. A Suba or Province was divided 
into Sarkars and these units were controlled through 
Faujdars. The Sarkars were further subdivided into 
Parganas. At the local stage within the province it 
was the Zamindars who had maximum control on 
the local people and administration.

The imperial control of the provinces was 
mainly through the control by appointment of the 
Nazim and the Diwan. They were men in whom 
the emperor had confidence. It was a system of 
checks and balances, the Diwan was separately 
appointed through the emperor in order to stay 
control of the Nazim. Besides these two high offi-
cials, in provinces several other officials like Amils, 
Faujdars, etc., were dependent on the emperor who 
appointed them. Political integration of the empire 
was a product of the coordination and balancing of 
the various forces ranging from the Zamindars and 
a big number of lower-stage officials to the highest 
provincial officials.
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This system acted well till the imperial power 
was able to enforce policy and secure obedience 
from the provincial administration. But from the late 
17th and early 18th century, slowly the connection 
of the central power with the provincial administra-
tion was virtually reduced to getting tribute from 
the provincial governors. While through this token 
submission to the imperial power, the provincial 
governors slowly tried to identify themselves as 
local powers and to set up their self-governing 
power at the provincial stage. The flow of tribute 
to the imperial treasury became irregular. There 
was also a tendency in the middle of the governors 
to set up their own dynastic rule in the provinces 
and to appoint their own men in the administration. 
All these point to the procedure of weakening of 
imperial control in the provinces and the creation 
of self-governing power at the local stage.

Bengal: Towards Autonomy
The rise of Bengal as a self-governing auton-

omous state in the first half of eighteenth century 
typified the emerging trend of local autonomy in 
various Mughal Subas. Though the sovereignty of 
the Mughal emperor was not challenged, the estab-
lishment of practically self-governing and hereditary 
power through the governor and subordination of all 
offices within the region to the governor showed 
the emergence of a self-governing centre of power 
in Bengal.

Murshid Quli Khan and Bengal
The foundation for a self-governing state in 

Bengal was first laid down through Murshid Quli 
Khan. He was first appointed as Diwan to reor-
ganize the revenue administration of Bengal. His 
success as an efficient administrator and the state 
of uncertainty in imperial administration following 
the death of Aurangzeb helped him to become the 
Subadar of Bengal. Although Murshid Quli did not 
defy the imperial power of the Mughals yet it was 
his administration which showed clear indication of 
the establishment of a dynastic rule in Bengal. He 
was the last governor of Bengal directly appointed 
through the emperor. Murshid Quli abolished the 
system of separate offices of the Nazim and the 
Diwan and combined both the offices. Actually, 
the motive behind the appointment of a Diwan in 

the provinces was to stay control in excess of the 
governor of the province. But Murshid Quli through 
combining these two posts wanted to strengthen the 
power Of the governor. This was a clear indication 
of the creation of a self-governing power in the 
province.

Murshid Quli set the tradition of a dynastic rule 
in Bengal. They sustained to seek imperial confirma-
tion but the selection of Nawab no longer remained 
in the hands of the emperor.

Initially, Murshid Quli’s main concern was to 
step up revenue collection in Bengal. In order to 
do this Murshid Quli entered into a series of new 
dealings with local power groups within the prov-
ince. This actually laid the foundation for a superior 
framework within which the autonomous Suba 
would function in the 1730’s and 1740’s. The new 
arrangements followed as a consequence of Murshid 
Quli’s revenue events which essentially sought to 
enhance and render more efficient the collection of 
land revenue. The steps that he took were:

 ● Elimination of small intermediary Zamindars,

 ● Expelling rebellious Zamindars and Jagirdars 
into the boundary provinces of Orissa,

 ● Enlarging the scope and extent of the Royal 
lands,

 ● Encouraging big Zamindars who assumed 
the responsibilities of revenue collection and 
payment.

Murshid Quli encouraged some Zamindars to 
build up and consolidate their holdings through 
buying up the estates of defaulters. Some of the 
significant Zamindars in Bengal were those of 
Rajshahi, Dinajpur, Burdwan, Nadia, Birbhum, 
Bishnupur and in Bihar Zamindar of Tirhut. Shahbad 
and Tikari. Murshid Quli controlled the countryside 
and collected the revenue through these Zamindars. 
The Zamindars on their part expanded their domi-
nations through extending control in excess of the 
neighbouring Zamindars. The net result was that by 
1727, Zamindars as a group appeared as one of the 
major political forces within the province.

Parallel to this development, was the rising 
importance of monetary and commercial elements. 
The relentless pressure on the Zamindars to pay their 
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obligations, enhanced the opportunities for financiers 
who now acted as securities at every stage of the 
transaction. It is, therefore, not surprising that the 
home of the Jagat Seths should have enjoyed such 
unstinted patronage and support of the Nawab. The 
Seths acted not merely as guarantor of the superior 
Zamindars but also assumed full responsibility for 
the remittance of the Bengal revenue to Delhi.

The new power structure that had thus appeared 
in Bengal was very dissimilar from the Mughal pro-
vincial model and coincided with Delhi’s declining 
hold over the province. The Nazim, though not una-
ware of the implications of the changing situation 
did not contemplate a complete rupture with Delhi, 
and annual revenue continued to be remitted. But 
on the other hand, it became increasingly clear that 
Murshid Quli had recognized Bengal as his domain, 
and that he would ensure that the Nizamat of the 
province would pass on to a member of his family 
and not to an outsider. Thus Murshid Quli nominated 
his daughter’s son Sarfaraz as his successor.

Shujauddin and Bengal

Sarfaraz nominated through Murshid Quli as his 
successor, was deposed through his father Shujaud-
din Muhammad Khan. Ties flanked by Delhi and 
Murshidabad persisted in the rule of Shujauddin. He 
sustained to pay the tribute to the Mughal court. But 
besides this aspect, in matters of provincial govern-
ment, Shuja supervised the affairs in his own way. 
He filled the high officers with his own men and 
got the imperial endorsement later on.

The way Murshid Quli tried to develop a sys-
tem of administration of his own was also pursued 
through Shuja. He also urbanized ties of loyalty with 
dissimilar local power groups to retain his control 
in the province. It has been observed by Phillip B. 
Calkins that throughout the 1730’s the government 
of Bengal began to seem more like government 
through cooperation of the dominant forces in Ben-
gal rather than the imperial rule from outside. The 
changing power equation was mainly conspicuously 
demonstrated in the coup that was affected in 1739-
40 through Alivardi Khan who killed Sarfaraz Khan, 
the legitimate successor to Shujauddin, and seized 
power. Alivardi was backed by the Zamindars and 
bankers.

Alivardi Khan and Bengal

Alivardi’s regime added a new dimension in 
the dealings flanked by the Mughal power and the 
Bengal government. As it happened in the case 
of his precursors Alivardi also obtained imperial 
confirmation of his position. But his reign showed 
a virtual break with the Mughals and marked the 
commencement of autonomy for the Bengal Suba. 
The major appointments in the provincial adminis-
tration were made through Alivardi himself without 
any reference to the Mughal emperor. Previously, 
it was through these appointments that the emperor 
tried to enforce his power in the provinces.

Men of Alivardis own choice were appointed 
as Deputy Nawabs at Patna, Cuttack and Dhaka. 
To control the revenue administration, he appointed 
a big number of Hindus as Mutaseddis or Amils 
or local Diwans. Alivardi also organized a strong 
military force with the help of the Pathans settled 
in Bihar and North India. Besides these growths, 
a significant sign of declining of imperial control 
of Bengal was the abrupt end in the flow of reg-
ular tribute to Delhi. Thus, whereas Murshid Quli 
and Shujauddin used to pay an annual tribute of 
Rs. 10,000,000, Alivardi in 15 years had paid Rs. 
4,000,000 to Rs. 5,000,000. By some other sources, 
Alivardi stopped paying annual tributes.

It is significant to note here that through 1740’s 
an administrative system organized in Bengal, Bihar 
and Orissa which steadily reduced ties with the 
imperial court in Delhi. It is true that Alivardi Khan 
did not formally defy the imperial power. But for all 
practical purposes we discover the emergence of a 
self-governing state in eastern India throughout this 
era. Two significant way of imperial control of a 
province—payment of annual tribute to the emperor 
and appointment of higher provincial officials 
through the emperor, were not visible throughout 
Alivardi’s regime. Practically, there was no imperial 
intervention in Bengal.

Alivardi had faced two strong external threats—
one from the Marathas and the other from the Afghan 
rebels—when he was trying to consolidate his base 
in Bengal. After establishing their control mainly of 
central India, Marathas were trying to extend their 
control beyond central India. They were forcefully 



Modern Indian History | 13

collecting Chauth from the neighbouring states. 
Goaded through the dream of a Maratha Empire and 
the desire for wealth, the Marathas attacked Bengal 
three to four times throughout the era between 1742 
to 1751. Each time when they attacked Bengal, it 
caused lot of damage to the life and property of 
the local people. Being disturbed through these 
repeated attacks of the Marathas and failing to stop 
it, Alivardi finally sued for peace with the Marathas 
in 1751. Alivardi agreed to pay annual Chauth of 
Rs. 1,200,000 and Orissa was given to the Marathas 
on condition that the Marathas would not enter the 
dominations of Alivardi in future.

Another formidable threat that Alivardi had to 
face was from the rebel Afghan troops. Mustafa 
Khan, the Afghan Commonder, with the help of the 
dismissed Afghan troops put forward a serious chal-
lenge to Alivardi. In 1748, the rebel Afghan troops 
seized Patna and plundered it. Alivardi, however, was 
able to defeat the Afghans after a major battle and 
recovered Patna. The extensive wars that Alivardi 
had to fight against the Marathas and the Afghans 
put severe strain on the finances of the government. 
The effect of it was felt very shortly on dissimilar 
local groups like Zamindars, office holders, bankers, 
merchants and the European companies.

Bengal: Towards Subjection

The death of Alivardi in 1756 gave rise to dis-
sensions in the middle of various groups within the 
court on the question of succession to the throne 
of Bengal. Actually in the absence of any definite 
rule of succession each time after the death of 
Nawab there was a disagreement for succession. 
Alivardi named Siraj-ud-daula, his grandson, as his 
successor. The succession of Siraj was challenged 
through other claimants like Shaukat Jang (Faujdar 
of Purnea) and Ghasiti Begam, daughter of Alivardi. 
This encouraged factionalism within the court and 
support offered through Jagat Seths, Zamindars and 
others to the dissimilar warring groups seriously 
threatened the stability of the self governing Bengal 
Suba. The English East India Company acted as a 
catalyst to precipitate this crisis.

Plassey and After

This situation combined and converged to form 
the fateful conspiracy and encounter at Plassey in 

1757 which set the procedure of subjugation of 
Bengal to the English East India Company. The 
sources of disagreement flanked by the Nawab and 
the English were related to:

The abuse of the duty free trade privilege ‘Das-
tak’ (sanctioned through Mughal Emperor Farukhsi-
yar to the East India Company in 1717) which the 
company merchants insisted on availing of in their 
private commercial ventures.

The right to fortifications within the town of 
Calcutta. Both these were objected time and again 
through successive Bengal Nawabs. Disputes 
became more acrimonious in Siraj’s reign and led 
to a military encounter. The disaffected notables of 
Siraj’s court, notably the Jagat Seths, Yar Lutf Khan, 
Rai Durlubh and Amir Chand joined hands with the 
English to oust Siraj and installed their protege.

In organising the conspiracy, it was not their 
intention to upset existing political order—a return 
to the status quo of Alivardi’s administration was 
the probable objective. The battle of Plassey (1757) 
showed the depth of factionalism in the Nawab’s 
court. The treachery of the secure lieutenants of the 
Nawab rather than the might of the English decided 
the fate of the battle.

Mir Jafar was proclaimed Nawab. An agree-
ment was concluded with the English wherein the 
Nawab guaranteed and in some cases, extended the 
commercial privileges of the English. The Company 
on their part agreed not to interfere in the Nawab’s 
government.

A return to the status quo situation, the objective 
of Plassey conspirators, soon proved an impossibility 
to achieve. What happened instead was the steady 
erosion and collapse of the autonomy in Bengal 
which was so cautiously built up by Murshid Quli 
and his successors. The inability of Mir Jafar, the 
ongoing conspiracy within the court and the relative 
weakness of the Nawab’s armed forces gave the 
English the scope to decisively interfere in the affairs 
of the province. Mir Jafar’s rising dependence on the 
company for military support was used through the 
company to demand more finances and other privi-
leges from the Nawab. But the Nawab was not in a 
position to meet the rising financial demands of the 
company. Thus the company’s relentless drive for 
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more revenues in Bengal led to direct confrontation 
with Mir Jafar. Mir Jafar was ultimately forced to 
abdicate.

Mir Kasim who got the Nawabship through a 
secret deal with the English again faced the same 
fate like Mir Jafar.

Buxar and After

The first years of Mir Kasim’s reign saw 
a concerted and conscious effort to rebuild the 
self-governing state in Bengal. Shifting the capital 
from Murshidabad to Monghyr in Bihar—a region 
absent from the English sphere of power, his objec-
tive was to set up a thoroughly centralized power 
structure. A major revaluing of the financial and 
military machine of the state was set in motion. 
The army was remodeled, a fire arms factory was 
build and troops which had served previous Nawabs 
and whose loyalty was suspected were disbanded. 
Embezzlements were checked, non-essential expend-
iture was curbed and the position of Zamindars as 
well as of all those who depended on assignments 
was ruthlessly undermined. Rebel Zamindars were 
dispossessed, Amils and revenue farmers appointed 
in their stead. The events left none in doubt as 
regards the Nawab’s determination to exercise his 
power to the full.

For the company, the situation was distant from 
acceptable. Mir Kasim vehemently protested against 
the extension of private trade which diminished his 
customs revenue and Which threatened to undermine 
his own region of territorial power. Indeed British 
commercial penetration into Bengal was not merely 
disrupting the cycle of economic action in the inte-
rior, but was clearly threatening to jeopardize the 
Nawab’s power. Under the circumstances, it was not 
surprising that the abuse of dastak (i.e. duty free 
trade permit) through the company servants for their 
private trade was the immediate cause of the war of 
1764. A surprise attack on Patna through the English 
let to a full level war flanked by the English and 
Mir Kasim. Mir Kasim was backed through the 
provincial nobility of Bihar, Orissa and the Nawab 
of Awadh and the Mughal emperor Shah Alam. The 
combined forces though failed to restrain the English 
advance and the self-governing rule of the Nawabs 
in Bengal came to an end.

The authentication and execution of Mir Kasim 
was followed through the restoration of Mir Jafar, 
this time on much harsher terms. Not only did he and 
his successors have to pay Rs. 5,00,000 per month 
to the company, they had also to submit to company 
intervention in matters of appointments and dismissal 
of officers, of reduction in military establishments. 
For all practical purposes, power was transferred 
to the British and which was formalized through 
the treaty of Allahabad, 12 August 1765. Through 
the treaty the Mughal emperor formally appointed 
the English East India Company his Diwan for the 
provinces of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa. The company 
was entrusted with the financial administration of 
the three provinces and in return the emperor was 
guaranteed an annual tribute of Rs. 2, 00,000. The 
Nawabs of Bengal retained the office of Nazim with 
formal responsibility for defense, law and order 
and the administration of justice. In other words, 
responsibility for administration lay with the Nazim, 
revenues and rights with the company.

Thus, with the formal grant of the Diwani, 
greater Bengal came under full British rules not 
even vestiges of autonomy were allowed to remain, 
as had remained in the cases of the client states of 
Hyderabad and Awadh.

Awadh: Towards Autonomy

Development in Awadh followed the same trend 
towards autonomy in the first stage and eventually 
subjection to the British. The rise of Awadh as an 
eighteenth century local political system was fos-
tered as much through economic and geographical 
factors, as through the pursuit of political autonomy 
through the Iranian and Shiite family of Burhan-ul-
mulk Saadat Khan.

Saadat Khan and Awadh

Autonomy from the Mughal system was, in a 
sense, thrust upon Awadh following the frustrations 
and disappointments of Saadat Khan in Delhi. Pre-
vented time and again from playing a superior role 
in the Mughal imperial politics which he thought 
he so richly deserved, he concentrated his energies 
in consolidating his power in Awadh. He desired to 
convert Awadh into a power base for launching into 
imperial politics.
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Economically, Awadh was wealthy in eighteenth 
century, because of its high level of trade and agri-
cultural prosperity. Geographically, it was situated in 
a very strategic location lying flanked by the north 
bank of the Ganges and the Himalayan mountains. 
Awadh’s proximity to the centre of imperial power, 
Delhi, had an added importance.

Saadat Khan was assigned the Subadari of 
Awadh in 1722 after having held the Agra Prov-
ince, without conspicuous success against the Jat 
rebels. Saadat Khan devoted his energies to create 
Awadh a self-governing centre of power. Prevailing 
weaknesses in the imperial administration following 
the death of Aurangzeb helped him in fulfilling his 
ambition. Immediately after taking control of Awadh 
Saadat Khan faced strong resistance from numerous 
rebellious chiefs and rajas in Awadh. In order to 
consolidate his position the steps he took were:

 ● Suppression of rebellious local Zamindars 
and chieftains,

 ● Circumscribing the power of the Madad-i-
mash gurantees,

 ● Systematising revenue collection, and also

 ● Negotiation with some local Zamindars.

All the significant posts in the provincial 
administration were filled up through his relatives 
and followers. In this way, he wanted to ensure the 
loyalty of provincial officials to himself. With these 
achievements behind him Saadat Khan felt embold-
ened enough to nominate his son-in-law Safdar Jang 
as Deputy governor of the province without waiting 
for an imperial sanction. This was a clear sign of 
the rising autonomy of the Awadh Suba. By 1735, 
Sadaat Khan’s control in excess of Awadh was so 
complete that Delhi did not hesitate to bestow on 
him the faujdari of the adjacent Sarkar of Kora 
Jahanabad and on another occasion the revenue 
farm of the Sarkars of Benaras, Jaunpur, Ghazipur 
and Chunargarh. These successes notwithstanding, 
Saadat Khan’s concerns were still primarily deter-
mined through prospects of imperial politics and not 
with local autonomy. Saadat had not yet given up 
his stakes in Mughal imperial politics. Admittedly 
significant changes had been introduced and these 
had undermined the vestiges of imperial control but 
local independence and control was still envisaged 
within the Mughal framework.

It was only in 1737, when Saadat’s demands for 
greater territorial possessions and military control 
in lieu of his services against Maratha inroads were 
rejected outright through the Mughal Court and 
again 1739-40 when his request for the office of 
Mir Bakshi was turned down despite his display of 
valour against the invading Persians, that the proce-
dure of disenchantment and disillusionment with the 
Mughals was complete. In 1739, Saadat Khan came 
with a vast force to save the Mughal emperor from 
the Persian attack. But his abrupt attack on the main 
Persian force led of his capture in the hands of Nadir 
Shah, the Persian commander. However he was able 
to persuad Nadir Shah and became the negotiator 
flanked by the Persian and the Mughal camp. What 
followed was treachery and desertion to the Persian 
camp with disastrous implications.

Saadat had helped in vain to utilize the Persian 
connection for a greater role in imperial politics. 
What transpired was Nadir’s utter disregard of his 
client’s pretensions and worse still Nadir’s esca-
lating cash demands on him. Despairing under the 
circumstances, Saadat gave up his life with it his 
obsession with the imperial game.

Safdar Jang and Awadh

The legacy that Saadat Khan had left for his 
son-in-law and nominated successor Safdar Jang 
was a semi-autonomous local political system. Its 
internal organisation and working was no longer 
dependent on imperial dictates and which did not 
consider it obligatory to remit revenues regularly 
to Delhi. Furthermore, revenue arrangements of the 
province had undergone reorganization. The office 
of imperial Diwan was abolished and superior num-
bers of local Hindu service gentry were absorbed 
into administration.

The period between 1739 and 1764 saw Awadh’s 
fortunes at its height and also constituted the era of 
greatest autonomy. The outward allegiance to the 
Emperor was still maintained, for instance, Emper-
or’s formal confirmation was taken for the appoint-
ment in the high offices, Revenues were sent to the 
imperial treasury, Orders, Titles, etc. were given 
in the name of the Mughal Emperor, etc. Though, 
Safdar Jang within this imperial context tried his 
best to strengthen the foundation of an autonomous 
political system in Awadh. He extended his control 
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in excess of the Gangetic plains and appropriated 
the forts of Rohtas, Chunar and also the Subadari 
of Allahabad. These acquisitions enhanced his status 
at the imperial court and also earned for him the 
office of the Wizarat. The acquisition of Farukhabad 
and his continual attempts at self aggrandisement 
alienated him form the imperial court. Safdar Jang 
was dismissed from the office of Wazir. Though, 
throughout the Maratha attack on Delhi in 1754, he 
had a brief return to the Mughal court, he virtually 
lost his power in the imperial court.

Shuja-ud-daula and Awadh

Safdar Jang’s successor Shuja-ud-daula achieved 
greater success in consolidating the expanding fron-
tiers of the province and in adjusting the dealings 
of his self-governing Suba with the Mughal empire. 
He was also to contemplate and execute an intri-
cate network of alliances against the rising English 
power in the east. Equally striking successes were 
registered in the internal sphere—revenue collection 
were systematized, the army well maintained and 
the treasury assured of regular receipts. Local Hindu 
gentry groups were well represented in the admin-
istration and bureaucracy, the Naib was Raja Beni 
Bahadur (Brahmin) while the secretary to the Nawab 
himself was a Marathi speaking Deshasth Brahmin. 
In the middle of the Nawab’s mainly reputed gen-
erals were not only Hindus but also gosain monks.

Like his precursors Shuja-ud-daula also did not 
totally cut off the ties with the Mughal emperor. 
He also took the confirmation from the emperor 
for this throne. He successfully out maneuvered the 
emperor’s effort to extend the imperial control in 
excess of north India. Shuja-ud-daula was able to 
reestablish the dominance of Awadh in excess of 
the imperial court and got the appointment of Wazir. 
He took the support of Ahmad Shah Abdali, the 
Afghan leader, in the battle against the Marathas in 
1761 and thus checked the Maratha threat to north 
India. Thus Shuja-ud-daula, before the battle with 
the English East India Company in 1764, had very 
successfully maintained the autonomous political 
system that existed in Awadh in the first half of 
the 18th century.

Awadh: Towards Subjection

The second half of eighteenth century witnessed 
gradual expansion of the English East India Com-

pany’s role in north India and this had a strong 
bearing on the economy and politics of Awadh. 
Until 1801, Awadh was conceived of essentially as 
a buffer state protecting Bengal against the powers 
to the West notably the Marathas and the question 
of encroachment and annexation did not arise. It was 
only approximately the turn of the 19th century that 
Awadh became a block to further British expansion. 
This led eventually to the annexation of the province 
in 1856. 

Awadh: 1764-1775

The failure of the combined forces of the 
Nawab of Bengal, Shuja-ud-daula and the Mughal 
emperor before the English forces at Buxar certainly 
undermined the power and prestige of the Nawab of 
Awadh. Awadh was brought into the British drag-
net through the treaty of Allahabad. By this treaty, 
Shuja-ud-daula was allowed to retain Awadh proper, 
though Kora and Allahabad were ceded to Mughal 
emperor. A war indemnity of Rs. 50, 00,000 to be 
paid in lots was imposed on Shuja who entered 
into a reciprocal arrangement with the company for 
defense of each other’s territory. The Nawabs were 
aware of the company’s burgeoning strength and 
aspirations and, like the Bengal Nawabs, they were 
not prepared to let go without at least a semblance 
of a struggle.

This assumed in the initial stages the form of 
a concerted drive against British commercial pene-
tration of Awadh. Alongside was initiated a major 
reorganization and reform of the Awadh Army. The 
military reforms initiated through Shuja-ud-daula 
after the humiliation at Buxar, were not planned 
to either intimidate the English or to promote a 
war against them. Rather it would appear that the 
overall military effort reflected the Nawab’s anxiety 
to defend his political power at a time when it was 
being steadily undermined through the alien com-
pany. For the company, Awadh was too significant 
and lucrative a province to be left alone. Its vast 
amount of revenue could be used to subsidies the 
company’s armies. In cautiously planned stages, the 
company stepped up its fiscal demands. In 1773, 
was concluded, the first definitive treaty flanked 
by Awadh and the English East India Company. 
Through this treaty the Nawab agreed to pay Rs. 2, 
10,000 monthly for each brigade of company troops 
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that would remain present in Awadh or Allahabad. 
This provision first recognized the beginnings of 
Awadh’s chronic indebtedness to the company and 
represented the initial British thrust into the region’s 
political system. 

Awadh: 1775-97

It was in and after 1775 that the vulnerability 
of the Nawab came into sharp focus. It was also in 
these years, ironically enough, that the emergence of 
a provincial cultural identity centered approximately 
the new court and capital at Lucknow (the capital 
had been shifted from Fyzabad) was more clearly 
identifiable than before. Asaf-ud-daula’s succession 
to the throne in 1775 went without a hitch not with-
standing the hostility of some of Shuja’s courtiers 
and of the opposition faction of his brother Saadat 
Ali, the governor of Rohil Khand. Soon, though, 
under the stewardship of Murtaza Khan (Asaf’s 
favourite who received the exalted title of Mukhtar-
ud-daula) the stability of the existing political set up 
was undermined as older nobles and generals were 
displaced.

Furthermore, Mukhtar allowed the company to 
negotiate a treaty with the Nawab ceding to English 
control the territories surrounding Benaras, north to 
Jaunpur and west to Allahabad, and then held through 
Chait Singh. The treaty also fixed a superior subsidy 
than before for the company brigade and excluded 
the Mughal emperor from all future Anglo-Nawabi 
transactions. Finally, all diplomatic transactions and 
foreign intelligence were to be controlled through 
the English through the Resident at the Nawab’s 
court. The disintegration of the political system, 
the blatant intervention of the English in Awadh’s 
affairs and Asaf-ud-daula’s excessively indulgent 
disposition and disregard of political affairs alarmed 
a sizeable part of the Awadh nobility.

The situation worsened as troops were in arrears 
and at places mutinied. These acts of disturbance 
and lawlessness smoothened the way for British pen-
etration. In the 1770’s, the English East India Com-
pany persistently eroded the foundation of Awadh’s 
sovereignty. The rapid inroads the English made 
through virtue of their military attendance seriously 
undermined the Nawabi regime which in 1780 came 
up with the first declaration of protest. The supreme 

government in Calcutta was forced to realize that 
unremitting pressure on Awadh’s possessions could 
not be sustained indefinitely and that the excessive 
intervention of the English Resident would have to 
be curtailed if Awadh’s usefulness as a subsidiary 
was to be guaranteed. 

Thus in 1784, Warren Hastings entered into 
a new series of arrangements with Asaf-ud-daula 
which reduced the debt to Rs. 50 lakhs and thereby 
the pressure on the Awadh regime. In the following 
decade and a half, the Awadh regime sustained to 
function as a semi-autonomous local power whose 
dealings with the company were cordial. This state of 
affairs lasted until 1797, the year of Asaf s demise, 
when the British once more intervened in the succes-
sion issue. Wazir Ali, Asafs chosen successor was 
deposed in favor of Saadat Ali. With Saadat Ali a 
formal treaty was signed on 21 February 1798 which 
increased the subsidy to Rs. 76 lakhs yearly .

Awadh: 1797-1856

A more forward policy was initiated through 
Lord Wellesley who arrived in 1798 only to reject 
the Awadh system. The Nawab’s declaration of 
inability to pay the increased financial demand of 
the company gave Wellesley a suitable pretext to 
contemplate annexation. In September 1801, Henry 
Wellesley arrived in Lucknow to force Saadat’s 
surrender of his whole territory. After protracted 
negotiations, the company accepted the perpetual 
sovereignty of Rohil Khand, Gorakhpur and the 
Doab which yielded a gross amount of 1 crore 35 
lakhs. The annexations of 1801 inaugurated a new 
era in Anglo-Awadh dealings. The Shrunken Suba 
could no longer pose a threat to the stability of the 
company dominions. Nor did the rulers of Awadh 
entertain any notion of resistance to the relentless 
forward march of the English. Deprived of their 
army and half of their territory, they concentrated 
their energies in cultural pursuits. In this they were 
following the footsteps of Asaf-ud-daula who had 
built up approximately the Lucknow court a vibrant 
and livelihood cultural arena. 

The patronage extended to luminaries and poets, 
Mirza Rafi Sauda (1713-86), Mir Ghulam Hasan 
(1734-86), etc., made Lucknow a second home for 
these sensitive men of letters who had left Delhi 
and lamented for the world they had loved and lost.
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The assumption of imperial status by Ghazi-
ud-din-Hyder (1819) and the formal revocation of 
Mughal sovereignty was an integral part of the 
blooming court civilization of Awadh. But this 
conceded with the decline in the ruler’s control in 
excess of the administration and province. The heavy 
price that had to be continually paid to the Company 
for “protection”, the devolution of administrative 
responsibility to ministers, the dominant position of 
the British Resident, were facts which no regal pomp 
and ceremony could conceal. 

The declining state of affairs sustained through 
the regimes of Nasirud- din-Hydar, Muhammad Ali 
Shah and Amjad Ali Shah (1827-47). None of these 
rulers could enforce their power in excess of the 
administration or free themselves from the political 
hold of the company. Their achievements were con-
fined to preserving Awadh’s nominally autonomous 
status and to elevating Lucknow’s location as the 
dominant cultural centre in north India.

The English Resident was allowed to control the 
administration and to exercise a form of dyarchy or 
indirect rule. The company was not unaware of the 
inherent contradictions in the situation and from time 
to time toyed with the thought of annexation. The 
thought was vetoed on the grounds that the company 
was not ready to assume the direct administration 
of Awadh.

It was, in 1856 when Wajid Ali Shah was 
exiled, Awadh was annexed and Dalhousie, the 
Govenor- General, wrote to his masters, “So our 
gracious Queen has 5,000,000 more subjects and Rs. 
1,300,000 more revenues than she had yesterday.” 
Nishapuri Awadh became British ‘Oudh’ and thus 
came to an end the self-governing Shiite home of 
the Burhan-ul-mulk (Saadat Khan) which had made 
and lost its fortunes in the century of transition sand-
wiched flanked by two empires, that of the Mughal 
and of the British respectively. 

Nature of the Local Polity

Though there was a separate effort towards the 
formation of self-governing state both in Bengal 
and Awadh, both of them acknowledged Mughal 
sovereignty as a formality. In the case of Awadh, it 
was only in 1819 with the coronation of Ghazi-ud-
din Hydar that the sovereignty of the Mughals was 

unilaterally revoked. Ties with the Mughal imperial 
power were not totally broken and the shapes of 
the Mughal provincial government did not change 
much. Major noticeable change was the rising power 
of the provincial rulers and the central power had 
virtually no control of the provincial rulers. This 
contrasted with the situation in the 17th century.

The self-governing power that appeared in 
the provinces in the 18th century worked with 
the collaborative support of dissimilar groups like 
the Zamindars, the merchants, etc. Merchants and 
money lenders who became politically significant 
in the 18th century had a significant role in the 
emergence of the local political system. Through-
out the 17th century this class of people helped the 
Mughal’s taxation system and the expansion of trade 
in agricultural products and artisan goods. Though 
their role in imperial politics was not much visible.

But in the 18th century, with the weakening 
of central power and the collapse of the Mughal 
treasury, this commercial class provided the eco-
nomic foundation for the emerging local political 
system. They became the guarantor of money for 
the rulers and the nobles. The extent of mercan-
tile and commercial penetration into the working 
of the administration was fairly pronounced. The 
government borrowed substantial sums from the 
commercial houses.

The Aggarwal bankers had complete command 
in excess of the revenue matters in Benares. In 
Awadh the debts incurred through the time of Asaf-
ud-daula (1755-97) became so staggering a burden 
that successive English Residents were forced to 
investigate into the matter. In case of Bengal, the 
home of Jagat Seths assumed a significant role in the 
main centre of power in the province. Thus the mer-
chants and the money lenders had a share in political 
power in the local polity in the eighteenth century. 
Parallel to the merchants, Zamindars as a group also 
had a very important role within the province. In 
the wake of the receding tide of the imperial power 
the Zamindars consolidated their power at the local 
stage and began to tax markets and trade in their 
regions which was beyond their purview throughout 
the sunny days of the Mughal rule.

The collection of revenues and the maintenance 
of law and order in the countryside became the 
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concern of the Zamindars. The stability in the local 
polity became dependant on the active support of the 
Zamindars. The Zamindars were usually supportive 
vis-à-vis merchants and in several cases Zamindars 
were also money lenders and had investment in com-
merce. So their general interest tied them together. 
Their support became essential for the ruler to 
uphold his power. This was how the rulers in Awadh 
and Bengal tried to develop good dealings with the 
Zamindars in order to retain their control in the state.

Another important feature that is observed in the 
polity of Bengal and Awadh is the appointment of 
big number of Hindus in the revenue administration. 
Hindu officials like Atma Ram, Raja Ram Narayan 
in Awadh and Rai Duriabh, Amir Chand in Bengal 
were trusted with the charge of revenue adminis-
tration. The manning of revenue administration 
through Hindu officials may have been encouraged 
because there was less chance of resistance from 
the Hindus to the Nawab’s power. However, tradi-
tionally several Hindu officials were employed in 
revenue administration and clerical jobs. Since the 
mid-18th century the English East India Company 
slowly appeared as a strong force in the polity of 
Bengal and Awadh. The rising economic power of 
the company backed through military force made it 
the arbiter of provincial politics. The dissension and 
rivalry within the provincial administration further 
strengthened their location in the provincial polity. 
Taking advantage of the situation they played one 
faction against the other to consolidate their base in 
the province. 

THE MARATHA STATE SYSTEM
Historians on Nature of Maratha Polity

Imperialist historiography usually characterized 
the 18th century Maratha power as chaotic and 
anarchic. On the other hand, in effort to develop 
Nationalist historiography, many Maratha scholars 
saw the Maratha state as the last reincarnation of the 
Hindu empire. Irfan Habib’s thesis is that the Mara-
tha movement was essentially a zamindar uprising of 
the imperial ruling class (mansabdars and jagirdars) 
of the Mughal Empire. Satish Chandra locates the 
successful bid for local independence through the 
Marathas in the crisis of the Mughal jagirdari system 
which failed to balance income and consumption. 

C.A. Bayly notes the emergence of three warrior 
states—Marathas, Sikhs and Jats and argues that 
they reflected popular or peasant insurgency directed 
in part against the Indo-Muslim aristocracy.

The Marathas, he elaborates, drew their strength 
from the ordinary peasant pastoralist castes. The 
Brahmin officers who were On the ascendant 
pictured the Marathas state a classic “Brahmin” 
kingdom, protecting the holy spaces and sacred 
cattle. In Andre Wink’s analysis the ‘procedures 
of fitnas’ were central to social and political life 
in the Maratha state system. Characteristically, this 
implied creation use of existing political conflicts 
through a combination of coercion and conciliation, 
as opposed to pure military operations.

Fitna, is regarded as the political mechanism 
that was used for the expansion, consolidation and 
subsequent institutionalization of Maratha power. 
Ensuring the crucial collaboration/acquiescence of 
the gentry demanded the political arithmetic of 
fitna. This was essential both for conquest as well 
as gaining access to the agrarian resource base. It 
was through fitna that the Marathas penetrated the 
expanding Mughal Empire in the late 17th century 
through aligning themselves with dissimilar Deccan 
Sultans against the Mughals.

Therefore, Wink argues, rather than on behalf 
of a revolt against the Mughal empire, Maratha sov-
ereignty appeared as a result of Mughal expansion. 
In form the Maratha swarajya remained zamindari 
tenure and the Marathas never really shed the status 
of zamindars. Frank Perlin’s concern is with broad-
ening the concepts of state and state-formation in 
the extensive term, trans-political, subcontinental 
and international framework.

This is because (a) the state had an extensive-term 
development, covering dissimilar regimes flanked 
by the 15th and 19th centuries, (b) there is a need 
for a relative perspective of transition procedures 
affecting India and Europe before industrialization 
in order to correct stereotypical views in relation to 
the late pre-colonial societies as being unresponsive 
to change. 

The Maratha Confederacy

Through the second decade of the 18th century 
the Maratha powers under Peshwa Baji Rao 1 



20 | Modern Indian History

were striking out against the Mughals in the Dec-
can and in central India. Yet, even in the 1780s 
treaties flanked by the Mughals and the Marathas, 
the Mughal emperor sustained to be recognized as 
the first in the middle of all the kings and chiefs 
of India. Significantly it was the levying of chauth 
under the sanction, or the pretended sanction of 
the Mughal Emperor that was the usual prelude 
for establishment of Maratha sovereignty (as for 
instance Gujarat, Malwa and Berar).

The King and the Peshwa

In 1719, Balaji Vishwanath returned from 
Delhi with firmans for chauth and sardeshmukhi. 
The Maratha king became the sardeshmukh of the 
whole Deccan (Aurangabad, Berar, Bidar, Bijapur, 
Hyderabad and Khandesh) and Karnataka. In 1719, 
Balaji Vishwanath made an intricate division of the 
collection of chauth and sardeshmukh flanked by 
Shahu and his sardars. Out of these collections a 
fixed share was to be paid to the Raja (sardeshmukhi 
+ 34% of chauth).

The Raja thus became mainly dependent on 
his sardars for his finances. Originally the Peshwa 
was only a mukhya pradhan or prime minister and 
his post was not hereditary. When Baji Rao, Balaji 
Vishwanath’s son, became Peshwa in 1720, the 
office became hereditary. In 1740 Balaji Baji Rao 
(Nana Saheb) became Peshwa. Till Shahu’s death 
in 1749, he was still under the restraint of the Raja 
of Satra. Thereafter he virtually dislodged the Raja 
from sovereign power.

The expansion of the Marathas had from an 
early date predominantly been the work of the 
Peshwas and their sardars. In the 1740s, the Mar-
athas conquered Malwa, Gujarat, Blundelkhand 
and penetrated, as distant as Attock in the north, 
Rajasthan, Doab, Awadh, Bihar and Orissa. Andra 
Wink’s study shows that all these conquests started 
as fitna (conquests on invitation).

It may be pointed out that in the 1740s, Maratha 
sovereignty was not yet decisively recognized in the 
north and that it was even more fragile and limited 
in the south. 

Bhonsle of Nagpur

The first chauth levies, made in the north-east, 
self-governing of the Peshwa, were those made 

through Parsoji Bhonsle, a descendant of a family 
of village beadmen from Poona district. One of the 
first sardars to join Shahu when he returned from the 
Mughal court in 1707, Shahu recognized his Berar 
conquests and Balaji Vishwanath too sanctioned 
his exclusive right to Berar, Godwana and Cuttack. 
In 1743, Shahu assigned the rights of chauth and 
sardeshmukhi in Bihar, Orissa, Berar and Awadh 
to Raghuji Bhonsle. Though, when Raghuji died in 
1755, the Peshwa decided to curtail the Bhonsles 
through dividing the saranjam in three parts and thus 
weakened them considerably.

Gaikwad of Baroda

Bande, Pawar and Dabhade were in the middle 
of the major Maratha sardars who led raids in the 
Mughal province of Gujarat in the early 18th cen-
tury. The Gaikwads who started out as lieutenants of 
the Dabhades, rose to predominance approximately 
in 1730. In 1727, the Mughal subedar of Gujarat 
assigned to Shahu sardeshmukhi to 10% of the land 
revenue Of the whole of Gujarat and chauth of the 
south of Gujarat in saranjam, in return for punishing 
marauders. After Shahu’s death, the Peshwa divided 
the chauth and sardeshmukhi of Gujarat flanked by 
himself and Dabhade in 1749. In 1751 Gaikwad 
forced his way in, in lay of Dabhade and made 
Baroda his capital in 1752. Like the Bhonsles of 
Nagpur, the Gaikwad dynasty formally enjoyed 
merely the status of saranjamdars, i.e., assignment 
holders, not kings.

Holkar of Indore

The Mughal province of Malwa which shaped 
the political and commercial nexus flanked by Hin-
dustan and the Deccan had been invaded through the 
Marathas since 1699. The first Maratha outposts were 
recognized on the Narmada in 1716 and claims of 
chauth made soon after. After the victory at Daroha 
Sarai in 1738 the Peshwa was made Malwa’s deputy 
governor in 1741. Meanwhile in the 1730s itself the 
Peshwa had distributed the collections of chauth 
and sardeshmukhi flanked by himself and Sindia, 
Holkar and Pawar. While the Peshwa administered 
the eastern half of Malwa, the hereditary saranjams 
of Holkar, Sindia and Pawar were located in the 
western half. Like the Sindias and Gaikwads, the 
Holkars were village vatandars of recent origin. In 
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1733, they were assigned the district of Indore which 
subsequently grew into their dominion or daulat. 
Technically, though, it remained a saranjam. The 
Holkars remained loyal to the Peshwa even at the 
height of their power. Flanked by 1788 and 1793 
there were constant clashes flanked by Holkar and 
Sindia with the former lagging behind in terms of 
territorial expansion. 

Sindia of Gwalior

Though associated with the nature of the Sindias, 
actually Gwalior did not belong to the Sindias till 
the last quarter of 18th century. This family, which 
had risen to prominence in Malwa, had Ujjain as 
its headquarters. Sindia, too, was directly under the 
Peshwa as a hereditary saranjamdar, Mahadaji Sin-
dia escaped from Panipat in 1761, after his father’s 
contingent was annihilated and reestablished his 
family’s hold in excess of Malwa. After Malhar 
Rao Holkar’s death, he became de facto sovereign 
of Hindustan.

Institutional Growths

The Mughals never properly controlled the 
heartland of Maharashtra and its administrative and 
property system can be seen evolving well into the 
18th century.

The Administrative Structure

Maratha dominion can be broadly divided into 
what have been described non-regulation and regu-
lation regions. In the former, zamindars, autonomous 
and semi-autonomous chiefs were left with internal 
administrative autonomy. The king’s tribute demand 
from these regions, in contrast with the land revenue 
demand from regulation regions, was not based on 
an assessment of the chief’s possessions but more in 
proportion to their power of resistance, the weaker 
ones paying more than the stronger. In regulation 
regions or the region of direct administration, there 
was a system of revenue assessment, controlment 
and accountancy. Such regions were divided in the 
middle of vatandars.

Each unit in relation to the 10 to 200 villages 
was under a deshmukh-deshpande combination. 
Under vatandar system the rights vested not in an 
individual incumbent but in a brotherhood of mat-
rilineal relatives. Vatandars were co-sharers of the 

land produce with rights like dues from cultivators 
as salary, customary share in the government’s 
land-revenue exempt land. The division of shares 
of a vatan did not imply partition of the land but of 
the proceeds. The right to sell any hereditary estate 
was recognized in principle.

Throughout periods of agrarian or financial or 
administrative crisis the regulation could be relaxed 
and zamindars could acquire a temporary power 
under a system of revenue farming. In the middle of 
the tenants, there were two types (a) resident cultiva-
tors with hereditary rights of occupancy (mirasdars) 
and (b) temporary cultivators (uparis). The tenancy 
system of south Maharashtra and Gujarat was more 
complicated. In mainly of the regulation territo-
ries the standard assessment rates of the previous 
era were maintained in the 18th century. Under 
the Peshwas, the tankha— a permanent standard 
assessment for each village — was the baseline of 
revenue settlements. In the late 1750s and 1760s the 
kamal (or ‘completion’) resolution was made. This 
resolution completed the tankha resolution through 
taking into consideration newly cultivated lands.

It was based on measurement and classification 
of the qualities of land, and the king’s share came to 
one-sixth of the produce. The internal sharing of the 
village assessment (tankha or kamal), once arrived 
at, was approximately entirely left to the Datil (vil-
lage headman) or the village itself. In addition to the 
regular land revenue, the government also imposed 
a number of extra collections (under the head of 
village expenses), which were intricately recorded 
through village and district officials. The revenue 
collectors were commonly designated as kamavis-
dars or mamlatdars.

In the 18th century, everywhere in the Deccan, 
southern Maratha country, Gujarat, Central India and 
Nagpur, the village settlements were made annually. 
In the 1790s and 1810s when the Peshwa needed 
more revenue to pay for armies and obligations 
to the British there was an expansion of revenue 
farming and an augment in the state’s demands. In 
Maharashtra, no more than a quarter of revenue was 
paid in cash. Mainly often, it was remitted from 
villages, through the districts, to Poona through bills 
of swap. The administrative systems in the northern 
saranjam states (Holkar, Sindia, Gwalior and Bhon-
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sle) were in principle copies of Peshwa, except that 
they had Diwans and supervisory officials imposed 
on their administration from Poona. The bureaucracy 
in the Deccan and the north was dominated through 
dissimilar grades of Brahmins. 

Extensive Term Trends

From the 14th and 15th centuries, throughout 
the north and western Deccan, the Central Provinces, 
Gujarat and Rajasthan, Business families were 
emerging into powerful positions through accumu-
lating offices and rights and veritably establishing the 
infrastructure of their later power and state structure.

It is in the administrative shapes adopted through 
the great Houses of 17th century Maharashtra 
(instance the Bhonsles), attended on fiscal and mil-
itary offices, purchases and commercial dealing that 
saw important experiments in administrative shapes 
(such as land survey, cash revenue, accounting and 
record keeping). There were also tensions flanked 
by the centralizing forces of the state and the com-
paratively equalitarian usages of the local peasantry.

Vatandar assemblies (qota) were often held to 
protect themselves from state demands. While such 
assemblies were almost certainly the focus of 17th 
century popular resistance, it appears that in the 18th 
century, the power and powers of local and village 
headmen were progressively bypassed through new 
administrative procedures. The great Houses or 
magnates, through their economic power based on 
control of land, labour and capital provided the link 
flanked by the royal court and the local peasantry. 

Society and Economy

Agrarian Society

Through the 18th century, the establishment of 
villages in the heartlands of the Maratha polity was 
complete. This implied the spread of population and 
agrarian resolution. Though, the heartland approx-
imately Poona was poorly irrigated and relatively 
sparsely populated. Through mid-18th century, 
given the state of its technology, this region was 
at the limits of its development. This explains the 
persistent outward pressure of the Maratha into 
regions of stable agriculture like Tanjore in the 
south, Gujarat and the Ganges valley in the north. 
The elaboration of taxation and other obligation 

stimulated the need for increased manufacture. The 
Maratha rulers adopted two types of systems.

The first measure entailed concessional assess-
ment (istava), remission of revenues and loans. These 
events helped to bring new land under farming. The 
second measure encouraged initiative of the people 
to build agricultural facilities. For instance an inam 
of gift land was given to the headman of a village 
throughout Shivaji’s era to repair or build new dams. 
Fukuzawa has noted that such events of the Maratha 
rulers i.e. state promotion of agriculture, revenue 
system etc. had led to a considerable economic 
differentiation in the middle of the peasantry.

This varied from holders of 18 acres of land to 
108 acres of land in his study. He has also noted that 
in the years 1790 to 1803, the smaller land holdings 
totally disappeared. While on the other hand the big 
land holders increased in number. Through the late 
18th century the exploitability of peasantry was 
significantly increased due to augment in popula-
tion, taxation, and prices of food granules. There is 
abundant proof of a strengthening hold on peasantry 
through non-cultivating privileged class (state min-
isters, deshmukhs, military officers with saranjam, 
financiers and traders), several of whom combined 
more than one function. This perhaps explains the 
subsequent social differentiation that appeared in the 
countryside. There were in the main three ways of 
control of rural possessions — tax, gift of land and 
hereditary offices. 

Monetization

During this period, manufacturing and cash 
cropping for distant markets shaped part of the 
economy in Maharashtra, presently as it did in 
the southern Deccan, Bengal, Bihar and Gujarat. 
Through the 17th and 18th centuries credit organ-
izations were operating in town and countryside, 
financing indebted nobility and peasants, as well as 
daily economic life.

The import of copper and cowries in the 18th 
century western Deccan was indicative of vigorous, 
highly monetized local market centres. Villagers in 
western Deccan were not only occupied in local 
market transaction in money, but were also paid 
daily and monthly wages for agricultural labour, 
craft manufacture and household service. Big and 
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small level mints producing a variety of coins Were 
established in small market towns, the residential houses 
of significant lords as well as in major municipalities.

There is a wide range of records dealing with 
rural exchanges throughout the late 18th century. 
In Maharashtra there is copious proof of loans in 
cash and Kind. The persons involved in landholding, 
were peasants, agricultural labourers, craftsman and 
soldiers. Written contracts specifying exact terms of 
repayment are also accessible. All this designates 
knowledge of quantity and calculation among gen-
eral people. 

Maratha Dealings

Bengal
In 1940, shortly after Nadir Shah’s invasion 

the Mughal province of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa, 
after Alivardi Khan, sought the help of the Peshwa 
against his rival who sought the backing of Raghuji 
Bhonsle. In 1743, the Peshwa was promised chauth 
in excess of the provinces in return for his help. 
Later, though, on Raghuji’s appeal Shahu assigned 
chauth and sardeshmukhi in Bengal, Bihar and Orrisa 
to Raghuji Bhonsle. In 1751, the Nawab concluded 
a treaty to pay 12 lakhs of rupees in lieu of the 
chauth of Bengal and Bihar and a stipulated part 
of the revenue of Orissa to the Bhonsle of Nagpur.

Hyderabad
As viceroy of the Deccan from 1715 to 1717 the 

Nizam resisted the Maratha claims for chauth and 
sardeshmukhi of the Deccan and was constantly at 
war with them. Around 1720, he encouraged agrar-
ian and revenue officials to obstruct collection by 
the Marathas. Though, in 1724, he agreed to such 
collection in return for the Peshwa’s help against 
a rival. The entente fell through in 1725-26 when 
the Peshwa invaded Karnataka. The Nizam therefore 
replaced Sambhaji of Kolhapur as the collector of 
the Deccan subas. Only after the Peshwa defeated 
him at Palkhed in 1728 did he agree not to back 
Kolhapur. At the height of the Poona-Hyderabad 
clashes in 1752, the Marathas extracted the western 
half of Berar flanked by Godavari and Tapti.

Mysore
The Marathas who expanded up to the Tungab-

hadra, were in constant disagreement with Haidar 

Ali and Tipu Sultan of Mysore and exacted tribute 
from Mysore in 1726. The Peshwa made success-
ful expeditions against Haidar Ali in 1764-65 and 
1769-72 and through the peace of 1772 Haidar lost 
territory south of the Tungabhadra. After 1776, 
though, Haidar Ali made incursions into the Maratha 
territories in the Krishna-Tungabhadra Doab. Only 
in 1780 was Mysore allied briefly with the Marathas 
against the British.

Rajasthan
The Marathas did not set up any regular direct 

administration in Rajasthan. Though, occasionally in 
the second quarter of the 18th century they interfered 
in internal disputes in the middle of the Rajputs, 
in scrupulous in Bundi, Jaipur and Marwar. Before 
Baji Rao’s visit in 1735 only the smaller states paid 
chauth but thereafter even Udaipur and Mewar fell 
in row. Collections were neglected in the aftermath 
after Panipat but were taken up again through Holkar 
and after his death through Sindia on behalf of the 
Peshwa and the Mughal Emperor.

Mughals
In 1752, when Ahmad Shah Abdali annexed 

Lahore and Multan, the Mughal Emperor sought 
Maratha protections. He entered into an agreement 
with Malhar Rao Holkar and Jayappa Sindia in 1752 
granting them chauth of Punjab and Sindh and the 
Doab in addition to the subadari of Ajmer and Agra. 
This was in swap for protection against external 
enemies and disloyal subjects.

The Marathas, though, could not match Ahmad 
Shah Abdali and were defeated at Panipat in 1761. 
Punjab and Rajasthan soon slipped out of their 
control. In 1784, Shah Alam turned in excess of 
the gave the control of Delhi and Agra to Sindia in 
return for a monthly allowance. The Peshwa was 
given the title of regent and Sindia that of deputy 
regent. These titles were renewed in 1788 when 
Sindia reinstated Shah Alam who has temporarily 
been dislodged through the Rohilla chief, Ghulam 
Kadir Khan.

The Sindia though, derived very little from 
this power as the region was mostly held through 
Mughal chiefs who were only nominally under the 
Emperor. Therefore, Sindia concentrated on stepping 
up his demands on the Rajputs.
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East India Company
When the Marathas took Bassein from the Por-

tuguese in 1739, the Bombay Council of the Com-
pany decided to fortify Bombay and sent envoys to 
Shahu and negotiated a treaty which conceded to 
the Company the right to free trade in the Maratha 
dominions. Tensions in the Maratha confederacy 
(flanked by the Peshwa and the Rajas of Berar and 
Satara) and factional disputes flanked by members 
of the Peshwa’s family (in the 1770’s) were used by 
the Company to intervene in Maratha affairs.

MYSORE AND HYDERABAD
Mysore

The kingdom of Mysore lay south of Hyderabad. 
In the 18th century the rulers of Mysore, from the 
Wodeyars to Tipu Sultan, were to face the expan-
sionist threat of the Marathas on the one hand 
and that of Hyderabad and Carnatic on the other, 
while the English were to use the situation to their 
advantage. One of the well-recognized eighteenth 
century personalities is Tipu Sultan, approximately 
a folk-hero symbolizing resistance to British aggran-
disement and also a substance of management in 
British accounts of their rise to power.

Mysore was transformed from a viceroyalty of 
the Vijaynagar Empire into an autonomous state 
through the Wodeyar dynasty. It was left to Haidar 
Ali and his son Tipu Sultan to set up Mysore as a 
major military power in the south of India. Haidar 
was of unaristocratic origin and hostile English 
contemporaries often termed him a usurper. But he 
was a usurper in same sense as the dalwai or the prime 
minister, he replaced in Mysore, was a usurper. The 
dalwai had reduced the titular Wodeyar king to a cipher 
and like the previous dalwai, Nanjraj, Haidar began as 
an official serving the state. He displayed his military 
genius in strengthening the army, in bringing under 
control the fiercely self-governing local chiefs or 
poligars, and in subjugating Bednove, Sunda, Seva, 
Canara and Guti. His greatest moment of triumph 
was when he chased the English troops within five 
miles of Madras and dictated a treaty in 1769.

War and Militarization

The significance of war and its companion mil-
itarization appears to go back further in the Mysore 

history. Burton Stein, traces it back to the times of 
the historic Vijaynagar empire in 16th century. The 
Vijaynagar state was the first in South India to use 
fire arms in establishing its control over the local 
rajas and other external powers.

The Local Chiefs

To understand as to why the early militarization 
in Mysore was necessary, it is significant to under-
stand the role played through the local chiefs. The 
local chiefs, mainly poligars, were descendants of 
the hunter gatherers of the forests who had acquired 
military skills and local political leadership in the 
military service of the Vijaynagar empire. Through 
the 18th century many of them had become power-
ful through two main factors — (a) the control of 
revenue and tribute from agriculture on their lands 
and (b) via combined the support of priests of the 
temples of their own society. The fact the temples 
were also centres of trading action made the local 
chiefs powerful forces who could affect the growth 
of any centralized state in Mysore. Thus, a tussle 
of force and military might flanked by Mysore and 
the poligars would be the determining factor in 
establishing a polity at Mysore. 

The 18th Century Thrusts

This tussle in 18th century was initiated through 
Chikkadeva-raja Wodeyar (1672-1704). Under him 
Mysore moved towards an unprecedented militari-
zation. To sustain this increased military capability 
he increased the common revenue collection through 
the state official and exempted lands held through 
his soldiers from revenue demands. Haidar Ali, who 
had slowly worked up his way in the hierarchy of 
Mysore administration consolidated himself precisely 
with such tactics. He auctioned off big territories 
to ambitious warriors, who as tax farmers, pressed 
revenue demands upon the local chiefs.

Haidar Ali refused these chiefs any claim to 
independence and if they resisted they were driven 
off their lands. Through limiting the scope of these 
chiefs’ behaviors, Haidar further eroded their local 
base. Tipu Sultan, his son, went further in the sub-
jugation of the poligars. After expelling them he 
rented out their lands to either private individuals 
or government officials. Further, through insisting 
to pay a regular salary to his troops rather than pay 
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them with spoils of war, Tipu was able to ensure that 
no vested interest could emerge in the army in a tie 
up with the local chiefs. In sure compliments Haidar 
and Tipu also tried to overcome major weaknesses 
in the organisation of the army.

There was an effort to induce organizational 
discipline more strongly based on European rows. 
For this, French experts were recruited and used 
for training special troops. The French general De 
La Tour, whose detailed explanation of his service 
under Haidar is accessible to us, tells us that through 
1761 the French personnel in the Mysore army had 
considerably increased.

This necessity have helped in the training of the 
infantry and the artillery. Secondly the European dis-
cipline attempted to conquer attitudes of hostility and 
ambivalence towards modern firearms and cannons. 

Administration

Another attainment of Haidar and later. Tipu 
was the consolidation of the tools of administration. 
In effect the older administration of the Wodeyars 
was retained intact by Haidar and Tipu. The 18 
departments of the administration ranging from 
military and revenue, to information were retained. 
In the middle of the top officials individuals like 
Khande Rao, Venkatappa or Mir Sadik who had 
demonstrated their competence were retained inspite 
of political fluctuations. In information changes were 
made only when these top officials were caught in 
cases of financial frauds. Thomas Munro was of the 
opinion that it was the scope offered through native 
ruler ‘Hindu or Mussalman’ for personal wealth and 
ambition which made the ‘higher orders’ prefer the 
native rulers rather than the ‘humble mediocrity’ of 
the company’s service.

Finance

These distinguishing characteristic of the Mys-
ore administration under Haidar and Tipu laid in 
structure the base of their military-political power 
through augmenting their financial possessions for 
running the state. For this, both the merchant and the 
peasant, the twin movers of finance and manufacture 
in 18th century Mysore had to be tackled.

Revenue from Land

Land were classified into various categories and 
the mode of assessment varied from one category 

to the other. Ijara land was leased on fixed rents to 
the peasants. On hissa land, rent was assessed as a 
share of the produce. Further rent on watered land 
was paid in the form of a portion of the produce 
and on arid land in terms of money.

Land was sought to be kept under a system of 
survey and control combined with events to encour-
age tillers through adequate relief and protection. A 
strong system of state control was evolved where an 
amildar controlled the revenue administration and a 
sufdar looked after the legalities of rent disputes. 
Intermediaries were to be removed and a direct link 
was made in between the interests of the state and 
the interests of the peasantry in order to maximize 
revenue for the state. Tipu took events like denying 
revenue farming rights to main government officials 
to protect peasants against the revenue farmers.

The land revenue policy under Tipu even envis-
aged self-governing individual initiative to develop 
facilities for agriculture. Rent free land was gifted 
to individuals for the construction of irrigation 
and other infrastructure. Thus, a class of people 
who could support agricultural development inde-
pendently was to be created. Though, these events 
were offset to a big extent through the practice of 
farming off lands and the jagir system whereby jagir 
was granted in perpetuity to a scrupulous family. On 
the other hand, the agricultural produce was through 
force of custom was shared by whole village society. 
The majority of the share of produce was going to 
the dominant or upper castes that mostly performed 
ritual functions. So there was no way the agricultural 
surplus could be used to initiate development within 
the farming society.

The cultivator was left without many possessions 
for agricultural development. All the state accorded 
was priority to war. Marathas, Hyderabad, Carnatic 
and the English occupied the major attention of the 
Sultans. This meant, inevitably, a disproportionate 
rise in military expense and consequent rise in 
the revenue demand. Tipu for instance, had raised 
his land revenue through 30% at the height of his 
defeats. No sustained agricultural development thus 
could be possible and forcing the cultivator to pay 
more was an inevitable consequence. 

Revenue from Trade

Merchants had been playing a significant role in 
the Mysore economy for the last couple of centu-
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ries. Linking the inland, external trade and revenue 
financing farming the important amongst them held 
a portfolio of these diverse investments in trade and 
land. At the stage of political operation they often 
used existing custom and traditional ties to get their 
interests protected amongst the rulers in power.

Their intervention in land was important enough. 
Inspite of some of them being big revenue farmers 
the region under their farming prospered rather than 
declined. This indicated the importance they attached 
to land and the significance of the trickling in of 
trade profits towards land. The wealthy merchants 
were then significant actors in Mysore scene.

Tipu realized the importance of these traders and 
their trade. He appointed asufs to train officials to 
run trade centres recognized through him for keeping 
trade in control. Trade capital was to be provided 
for these trade centres from the revenue composed 
through the state officials. Provision was made for 
accepting deposits of private persons as investment 
in the state trade with returns fixed approximately 
35%. Private traders were allowed to participate here 
in sale of commodities thought to be beneficial to 
the state. Regular inspection of financial records of 
these centres was undertaken. Further, currency was 
strictly regulated.

Though the dimension of the private traders’ 
behaviors, in the context of the British power of 
the sea trade, appears to have been perceived as 
a potential threat, perhaps in the form of alliance 
flanked by the native merchants and the English. 
In 1785, he declared an embargo at his ports on 
the export of pepper, sandalwood and cardamoms.

In 1788, he explicitly forbade trade with the 
English. Thus, Mysore in the 18th century was a 
polity consolidated under military might of Haidar 
and Tipu, but under constant pressure from their own 
inability to evolve durable solutions to the forces 
which were held in check due to military strength.

Hyderabad

Hyderabad polity appears to have followed a 
different type of pattern from Mysore. Here the 
Mughal power in the earlier days was more prom-
inent. Normally throughout the days of Mughal 
empire the Subadar of Deccan was posted at 
Hyderabad. An effort was made to introduce the 

Mughal administrative system. Inspite of continual 
Mughal-Maratha disagreement and internal tensions 
this system served to highlight the order of Mughal 
empire in Deccan.

Though in the wake of the decline of the Mughal 
empire this system appears to have approach into 
crisis. Nizam Asaf Jah was first appointed a subadar 
(in charge of province) through the Mughal emperor 
in 1713. But only after a military victory in excess 
of his rival Mughal appointee in 1724 that he could 
take effective charge of the Deccan. After this era, 
he stayed on in Deccan and went to the Mughal 
court only after leaving his appointee in charge. 
Subsequently, he removed the Mughal officials in 
Hyderabad and installed his own men.

He also assumed the right to make treaties, wars 
and granting mansabas and titles. Thus, slowly the 
Mughal power was reduced to a symbolic reading 
of Khutba etc. Through the time of Nizam Ali Khan 
(1762-1803) Carnatic, Marathas and Mysore had all 
settled their territorial claims and some type of a 
stable political pattern appeared in Hyderabad.

Warfare and the Army

As elsewhere, the army was a significant com-
ponent of the polity that appeared in Hyderabad. 
The Nizam-ul-Mulk essentially followed a policy of 
allowing the existing jagirdari holdings. The mili-
tary commanders and their troops were tied to the 
political system through their individual employer, 
mainly the nobles. Unlike Mysore, the local chief’s 
power in Hyderabad was allowed to remain intact.

Like in the Mughal army, the Hyderabad army 
too was maintained from the cash allowances drawn 
by the nobles from the Nizam’s treasury. The army 
was significant to contain the Marathas, the Carnatic 
Nawab, Mysore or the English. Though unlike Mys-
ore, the thrust to gear up state finances directly for 
war appear to be definitely weaker than Mysore. The 
main source of finance—the land revenue system  
there was a variation in emphasis in mobilizing 
revenue for the state. 

Land Revenue System

The land revenue system in Hyderabad was 
different from Mysore in the sense that unlike Tipu 
and Haidar who made an effort to directly control 
revenue through a vast bureaucracy, the rulers of 
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Hyderabad allowed intermediaries to function. 
Firstly, the subsistence of ijara or revenue farming 
existed. Secondly, there were a big number of peshk-
ush zamindars whose lands were not officially assessed 
but required to provide an annual tribute or peshkush 
on the foundation of their own assessment records.

Thirdly, even where the zamindars and desh-
pandes (village chiefs) had to pay the land reve-
nue assessed through the state, their consent was 
obtained. While the revenue was supposed to be 
50% of the produce, it was very rarely that this 
proportion was composed.

The importance of intermediaries (flanked by the 
state & land revenue payers) is recognized from the 
fact that the state’s collection, i.e., jarr, abandi was 
always lower than Kamil i.e., the assessment figure 
for revenue arrived at with the landlord’s consent. 
The variation flanked by the two, i.e. Kamil and 
Jama, was the ‘zamindar’s share’. Secondly, from 
the documents on revenue of the Nizam era “we 
may conclude that the actual revenue too declined”.

In Hyderabad jagirs or land grants for service to 
the state tended to become hereditary. While in Mys-
ore there was an effort to check this, in Hyderabad 
no serious measure to do so appears to have been 
taken. Moreover, the jagirdars (taking advantage of 
hereditary succession), became strong so that even in 
the context of declining actual revenue “the question 
of jagirdars getting lesser revenue receipts from the 
jagirs assigned to them than the actual amount due 
to them, does not arise at all”. The land revenue 
administration in Hyderabad had officers under 
amils (provincial heads).

Events for regular assessment and survey were 
taken. Encouragement was given to the cultivator 
through the state policy of loans and reprieves. 
Though, all these characteristics were undermined 
through the power and importance of intermediaries. 
This in turn was to have significant consequences in 
the shaping of Hyderabad polity under the Nizams. 
A network of intermediary interests on land appears 
to have lived which could be the political base for 
the competition to power and power at the top. 

Patrons and Clients

There was lose “patron-client relationships” in 
the Hyderabad political system. The main patrons 

she identifies broadly as the Nizam and the pow-
erful nobles. While the Nizam broadly maintained 
his hold, the circle of nobles near to him changed 
from time to time. The nobility in the Nizam’s era 
did not have uniform criteria for career advancement 
as under the Mughals. Personal dealings with Nizam 
or military skills were becoming significant. So to 
become powerful in Hyderabad, the mansab rank (as 
under Mughal system) did not prevent the rise of 
the noble. Several Zamindars or Jagirdars who could 
rally the smaller intermediaries behind them, could 
with a little military skill and diplomacy become 
powerful.

Earlier the ordered administrative hierarchy or 
formal land revenue regulations of the Mughals 
and restricted the scope of accumulating power and 
wealth. Though now the institutional set up was 
weak enough to allow a powerful official to claim 
the political stakes at the top. 

Vakils

Aiding this procedure of grabbing wealth and 
power were a networks of intermediate clients 
known as the vakils. These vakils acted as mediators 
in between Nizam and nobles, nobles and nobles 
and Nizam and outside powers. The vakils also pro-
vided opportunities for individuals within the vast 
and affluent establishments maintained through the 
Hyderabadi nobles. The vakils normally acted on the 
foundation of interests of individuals and were pow-
erful only in so distant as their patron was powerful. 
Though switching of loyalties, for personal gain was 
general. In an atmosphere where no uniform criteria 
for career advancement lived, the vakils represented 
forces of individual initiative in the competition for 
power and wealth. 

The Local Chiefs

Unlike Mysore, the local chiefs under the Nizam 
sustained to control their inherited land on the pay-
ment of tribute to the Nizam. Though they played 
the role of patrons like Nizams and his nobles, they 
were never fully integrated within the Hyderabad 
political system. Nor did their vakils uphold connec-
tion with other rulers. The local chiefs did not even 
follow the life style of Hyderabad court and as such 
seemed content to remain out of the sphere of the 
court politics. Though, they could become decisive 
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individual factors when the Hyderabad court was 
weak. 

Financial and Military Groups

Bankers, money-lenders and military command-
ers (usually mercenaries) played a significant role 
in the political system of Hyderabad. They played 
a key role since they provided essential financial 
and military service. Their strength derived mainly 
from the society they came from and in contrast to 
the vakils they functioned as caste or society groups.

Some of the main society or caste groups 
amongst the financial groups were the Agarwal and 
Marwaris while Afghans and Arabs were prominent 
military groups. Through threatening to withdraw 
support and services these individuals and groups 
could at their stage play a significant role in the 
balance of power in the polity. 

Administrative System

The administrative system appears to follow 
the trend of other characteristics of the Hyderabad 
polity. The earlier Mughal organizations apparently 
sustained but now by allowing the consolidation 
of the vested interests, the procedure allowed indi-
viduals to profit. The main illustrative is the case 
of the office of diwan who deals with day to day, 
affairs of the kingdom. Here instead of the diwan, 
the subordinate hereditary office of daftardars or 
the record keepers became more significant. In the 
absence of salaried officials to conduct matters like 
revenue, these record keepers were able to exercise 
real control through deciding the amount of revenue 
through local deshpande or taluqdar and putting it 
on records. This allowed a lot of them also to create 
a vast amount of wealth.

THE PUNJAB
The Punjab Polity before Autonomy

The disintegration of the Mughal Empire in the 
first half of the 18th century was followed through 
the establishment of self-governing political power 
in various provinces. In Bengal, Awadh and Hyder-
abad the provincial governors were successful in 
carrying out their self-governing dominions. But 
the development in the Punjab did not follow the 
same trend. Zakariya Khan who was the governor 

of Lahore (1726-1745) had tried to strengthen his 
control on the province but failed in the procedure 
of establishing an self-governing political system. 
The dominant forces in the Punjab polity throughout 
this era were: The struggle of the Sikhs for self-gov-
erning political power.

The foreign invasions, first the Persian and 
then the Afghan. The Maratha incursion, and the 
rivalry within the provincial administration. The 
Sikh movement in the course of the 18th century 
changed from a religious to a political movement 
and was directed mainly against the Mughal imperial 
power. Guru Gobind Singh’s death in the early 18th 
century was followed by a peasant revolt by the 
Guru’s follower, Banda Bahadur. This was a very 
tough time for the Mughal power to retain its hold 
on the province. Banda’s execution in 1715 gave the 
Mughals respite only for the time being.

The Sikhs organized themselves into numerous 
small and highly mobile bands, described Jathas 
and posed serious challenge to the Mughal imperial 
power. The invasion of Nadir Shah, the Persian 
marauder, in 1739 made the situation more hard for 
Mughal power in the Punjab. The attack and plunder 
of the province through the Persian invader seriously 
undermined the imperial power in the Punjab. The 
Persian invasion was followed through a series of 
Afghan invasions led through Ahmad Shah Abdali 
and this gave a final blow to the Mughal power in 
the Punjab. In the wake of these foreign invasions 
and the consequent turmoil in the province the 
Marathas tried to set up their control on the Punjab.

Besides this, more detrimental for the political 
stability was the internal struggle within the provin-
cial administration. The major cause was the issue of 
succession. After Zakariya Khan’s death fratricidal 
struggle began in the middle of his three sons—
Yahiya Khan, Shah Nawaz Khan and Mir Bagi for 
the succession to the governorship of the Punjab. 
Holding up the appointment of the governor for a 
year the Mughal emperor finally agreed to appoint 
Yahiya Khan as the governor. This did not stop the 
fighting in the middle of the brothers. Ultimately 
Shah Nawaz Khan forcefully captured the office of 
the governor. Yahiya Khan fled to Delhi and asked 
for help from the Mughal Emperor Muhammad Shah 
and the Wazir Qamaruddin who was also his uncle 
and father-in-law.
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Shah Nawaz, on the other side was trying 
to negotiate with Abdali for help. The struggle 
that followed flanked by Abdali and the Mughal 
emperor ended with the death of Qamaruddin and 
appointment of his son Mir Mannu as the governor 
of Lahore. Safdarjang the new Wazir in Delhi was 
against Mir Mannu and started conspiracy against 
the governor.

Through Shah Nawaz he created a problem in 
and around Lahore. Mir Mannu was able to over-
come this crisis. But constant Afghan invasion under 
the leadership of Abdali did not provide Mir Mannu 
any respite and finally he was defeated by Abdali. 
Finally, the Afghans forced the emperor to cede 
the Punjab, Kashmir and Sind. Timur Shah, son of 
Ahmad Shah, was appointed governor of Lahore. 
But Adina Beg Khan (Faujdar of Jalandar Doab) 
with the help of the Marathas was able to expel 
Timur from the Punjab.

The Marathas considering the problem of direct 
administration of the province gave the control of 
the Punjab to Adina Beg on the condition of an 
annual tribute of 75 lakhs rupees to the Marathas. 
After Adina Beg’s death the Marathas appointed 
Khwaja Mirza Jan as the governor of Lahore. The 
Afghans were not sitting silently seeing this rising 
power of the Marathas in the Punjab.

The Afghans retaliated under the leadership of 
Abdali and finally crushed the Marathas at the battle 
of Panipat in 1761. These factors made the situation 
hard for the Mughal governors to set up self-gov-
erning political power in the Punjab, as in the case 
of Bengal, Awadh and Hyderabad. It was the Sikhs 
who took full advantage of the prevailing political 
instability in the region and ultimately created an 
autonomous state in the Punjab.

Sikhism: Religious to Political Identity

In the 15th and 16th century a series of reformist 
movements revitalized the Indian religious belief 
systems. In the midst of these movements, a new 
order of Sikhism was born in the Punjab. The 
founder of this newly emerging sect was Guru 
Nanak who named his followers as Sikhs, which 
literally means the learner or disciple. In course of 
time as the new cult spread, the name Sikh became 
the descriptive title of the people, a designation not 
ethnic but religious.

Guru Nanak’s religious movement was peaceful, 
nonsectarian and motivated towards reconciliation 
with secular life. Guru Nanak was succeeded through 
a extensive row of nine Gurus, who within a period 
200 years, not only organized and strengthened the 
Sikh brotherhood, but built it up as a powerful 
fighting force to face the challenges of the Mughal 
emperors and their governors.

Thus, Guru Angud institutionalised the writing 
Gurumukhi, Guru Ram Das laid the foundations 
of Amritsar temple. Guru Arjun Dev compiled the 
Adi Granth. Guru Har Govind trained the Sikhs in 
military art and warfare tactics. Guru Govind Singh 
organised the Sikhs into a well organised fighting 
force, with Khalsa as its organisational focus. 
After Guru Govind Singh’s death, the institution 
of Guruship ended and the leadership of the Sikh 
brotherhood passed to his trusted disciple Banda 
Bairagi, popularly recognized as Banda Bahadur. 
He accepted a vigorous struggle against the Mughal 
forces for almost 8 years.

In 1715, he was captured and executed. After 
Banda’s execution for more than a decade the 
Mughal authorities tried to bring the rebellious Sikhs 
under control. But this effort was not successful. 
A number of factors helped the Sikhs to organize 
and set up themselves as the main powerful political 
force in the Punjab. These were : The weakening of 
the Mughal imperial power since the early decades 
of the 18th century, The invasions of Nadir Shah 
and Ahmad Shah Abdali, The Maratha incursion, 
Lack of cohesion and coordination in the provincial 
administration, and The defiance of imperial power 
by various local chiefs and Zamindars.

All these created a very fluid situation in the 
Punjab in the 18th century and from this the Sikhs 
appeared dominant. The death of Ahmad Shah 
Abdali sounded the death knell of the Afghan 
hegemony in Northern India. With the collapse of 
the Afghan power, the Sikh confederacies assumed 
a predominant role in the Punjab and succeeded 
in carving out self-governing principalities under 
their respective chiefs. In the face of the repression 
through the Mughal authorities the Sikhs organised 
themselves into numerous small and highly mobile 
bands described jathas, each commanded through a 
Jathedar. Realizing the need for a united course of 
action the jathedars tried to form a confederation and 
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they met in a group on the occasion of the Baisakhi 
and Diwali festivals.

Although these could not be organised regularly, 
these promoted solidarity among the various groups. 
The defeat of the Mughals and the Marathas by the 
Afghans was an added advantage for the Sikhs to 
consolidate their base in the Punjab. So the era 
from 1765 onwards showed a steady development 
of Sikh political power which culminated in the 
establishment of an autonomous state in the early 
19th century. In the second half of the 18th century 
the numerous small Sikh groups had regrouped 
themselves into 12 superior local confederacies or 
Misls under the leadership of various local chiefs.

Thus, The Bhangis had control of territories 
flanked by Jhelum and the Indus and on Lahore and 
Amritsar The Ramgarhias had command in excess 
of the Jalandhar Doab. The Kanhayas had control 
in excess of the Raikri tract The Singhpurias had 
control of the regions east and west of the river 
Sutlej. The Ahluwalias had command in excess 
of Raikot and Kapurthala. The Sukerchakias had 
control of Gujranwala, Wazirabad. The Phulkias 
controlled Malwa and Sirhind. These Misls were 
based originally on the principle of equality, wherein 
each member had an equal say in deciding the affairs 
of the respective Misls and electing the Chief and 
other officers of the organisation.

The unity and the democratic character that 
the Misls had at the initial stage slowly withered 
away due to the absence of the threat of the Afghan 
invasion. In course of time, this democratic character 
ended with the emergence of powerful chiefs, their 
mutual bickerings and internecine warfare. This 
internal disagreement sapped the vitality of the 
Misls. Ultimately, Ranjit Singh, the leader of the 
Sukerchakia Misl, appeared as the most powerful 
amongst other chiefs and through force of arms he 
brought unity in the middle of the Sikhs. 

Rise of the Sikh State

The development in the Punjab polity took a new 
turn with the rise of Ranjit Singh. The procedure that 
started in the 18th century, for the establishment of 
the Sikh territorial organisation, culminated in the 
establishment of an autonomous state in the Punjab 
by Ranjit Singh in the first half of the 19th century. 

Ranjit Singh was the son of the Sukerchakia Misl 
Chief, Mahan Singh. He was only 12 years of age 
when his father died in 1792. He inherited a small 
kingdom comprising Gujranwala, Wazirabad and 
some region in Sialkot, Rohtas and Pind Dandan 
Khan.

This was the time when the Sikh confedera-
cies were fighting in the middle of themselves for 
supremacy. This internal fighting of the Sikh chiefs 
and the Afghan invasions under Zaman Shah in 
1795,1796 and 1798 helped Ranjit Singh in consol-
idating his power in the Punjab. Ranjit Singh was 
able to curb the power of the self-governing Sikh 
principalities and brought them under single political 
power. Throughout the first few years, Ranjit Sin-
gh’s major problem was to check the rising power 
of his Diwan Lakhpat Rai and the attempts of his 
mother, Mai Malwai, to control the administration.

He got rid of his Diwan through despatching 
him on a dangerous expedition to Kaithal, where he 
was assassinated. Mai Malwai was also murdered 
under mysterious circumstances. After establishing 
his complete control over the affairs at home, Ranjit 
Singh launched his expeditions against the various 
chiefs of the Sikh confederacies. With the active 
support of his mother-in-law Rani Sada Kaur, the 
Kanhaya chief, he fell on the Ramgarhias.

This expedition was undertaken to punish the 
Ramgarhias for their encroachments on the territo-
ries of Kanhayas. The Ramgarhias were defeated 
and their main municipality Miani was seized. After 
reducing the powerful Ramgarhias to abject sub-
mission, Ranjit Singh turned his attention towards 
Lahore. Afghan leader, Zaman Shah recognized his 
control in excess of Lahore in 1797.

But the news of a conspiracy against him 
through his brother in alliance with Shah of Persia 
forced Zaman Shah to retreat, leaving Lahore under 
the charge of his governor Shahanchi Khan. The 
retreat of Zaman Shah gave Ranjit Singh an ideal 
opportunity to set up his control of Lahore. He in 
alliance with Sahib Singh of Gujarat and Milkha 
Singh of Pindiwala, attacked Shahanchi Khan and 
occupied Lahore in 1799. After Lahore, Ranjit 
Singh annexed Amritsar from the Bhangis beside 
with all their other territories. Master of Lahore and 
Amritsar, Ranjit Singh, laid the base of a sovereign 



Modern Indian History | 31

Sikh monarchy in the Punjab, with himself as its 
undisputed monarch.

With a view to consolidate his location further 
Ranjit Singh sustained his march towards other 
principalities. He subdued Jammu, seized Mirowal, 
Narowal, Sialkot, Dilawargarh and Wazirabad, 
humbled the Kangra chief Sansar Chand and the 
Pathan chief Nizam-ud-din of Kasur. The Muslim 
principalities of Kabul monarchy, like Jhang and 
Sahiwal, made ready submission and the Multan 
governor Muzaffar Khan greeted Ranjit Singh with 
vast presents.

Though, it was not until 1818 that Multan finally 
surrendered to Misr Dewan Chand, the commander 
of the Sikh forces. Kashmir was conquered in 1819 
and by 1820, Ranjit Singh was acknowledged as the 
ruler of the whole of the Punjab, from the Sutlej to 
the Indus, with the territories of Kashmir and the 
hill tract to the borders of Tibet.

The Trans- Indus regions of Dera Ismail Khan, 
Dera Ghazi Khan, Khairabad and finally Peshawar 
(1834) were all subjected to the Sikh monarchy. 
Ranjit Singh’s successors were able to uphold the 
territorial integrity founded by Ranjit Singh till 1845 
and also added some small territories. But after 
that, in a phased manner, the Sikh dominion was 
subjugated to the British imperial system and it was 
fully annexed to the British empire in 1849. Thus, 
the era of sovereign Sikh rule in the former Mughal 
province of Lahore was from 1765 to 1845.

The Sikh State and the English East 
India Company

When the Sikhs were trying to consolidate their 
territorial base in the Punjab exactly at the same time, 
the English East India Company had also started the 
procedure of establishing itself as a political power 
in India. The sphere of influence of the Sikhs was 
in the North and that of the English in Eastern India. 
But having gained control of the East the English 
turned their attention towards the North in their bid 
for an all India empire. So disagreement with the 
Sikh state was near inevitable in the procedure of 
British expansion.

Until the middle of 1808, the English East 
India authorities were desirous of establishing a 
closer relations with the ruler of Lahore so that he 

could serve as a buffer against any foreign invasion 
through the North-West frontier. This British attitude 
towards the ruler of Lahore was the outcome of the 
international political pressures and the mounting 
threat of Napoleonic march towards the east.

However, by 1808 the international scenario had 
changed. Spanish risings against France, the treaty 
flanked by England and Turkey and the Anglo-Per-
sian treaty in 1809, were events which ended the 
possibility of the French invasion. This change 
in international politics had bearing or the British 
dealings with the ruler of Lahore.

The British now became sympathetic to the 
cause of the cis-Sutlej Sikh States who were seeking 
British protection against Ranjit Singh. The British 
asked Ranjit Singh to withdraw his army to the north 
of the river Sutlej and a contingent of British army 
marched towards Ludhiana. Ranjit Singh, influenced 
at the superiority of the British military power, 
abandoned his claim of the cis-Sutlej Sikh States. 
An agreement was signed by the British and Ranjit 
Singh known as the Treaty of Amritsar.

After the treaty of Amritsar in 1809, till 1839, 
when Ranjit Singh died, there was no major tension 
by the two powers. The British did not allow him to 
set up his control in the cis-Sutlej regions, but did 
not interfered in his domain. The death of Ranjit 
Singh, though, weakened the foundation of Sikh 
autonomy and within a decade the mighty fabric of 
the Sikh monarchy was absorbed within the expand-
ing arms of British imperialism. Ranjit Singh’s eldest 
son Kharak Singh succeeded him on the throne of 
Lahore. But he was not worthy successor of Ranjit 
Singh. Soon after his succession the existing court 
factions became active. Kharak Singh’s sudden death 
in 1839 and the accidental death of his son prince 
Naunihal, when he was returning from his father’s 
funeral, led to an anarchic situation in the Punjab. 
Moves and counter moves through various groups 
to capture the throne of Lahore paved the way for 
a more decisive action through the British.

The first Anglo-Sikh war began in 1845 and there 
were in all five battles fought by the two forces. The 
British captured Lahore and compelled the Sikhs to 
sign the Treaty of Lahore in 1846. The treaty sealed 
the fate of Sikh monarchy and made the Punjab a 
British dependency. But till 1849 Punjab was not 
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absorbed totally in the British dominions. After the 
final British victory in the second Anglo-Sikh war 
in 1849, Lord Dalhousie annexed the Punjab to the 
British empire in India. Thus ended the autonomy 
of the Punjab and it became a part of the British 
colonial empire in India. 

Organisation of the State

In the organisation of the state, the Sikh rulers 
tried to strike a balance between the Mughal system 
and the necessities of their own rule. In many of the 
cases the previous system of territorial divisions and 
the functions of the officials were maintained. But 
in times where they found that the modern situation 
demanded changes, they tried to adopt a new sys-
tem. Administrative necessity rather than religious 
outlook guided them in the matters of organisation 
of the state. The subsistence of diverse ethnic, reli-
gious, linguistic and economic organisation and of 
a big number of autonomous principalities led them 
to adopt and administrative system that could hold 
the various forces together under a single power. 
Therefore, inspite of their identity with the Sikh reli-
gious establishments, the Sikh rulers took a secular 
approach in administration. 

Territorial Administration

In the Sikh dominions,0 the administrative divi-
sions were more or less the same as in the empire 
of the Mughals. Royal dominions were divided into 
Subas, Subas were further divided into Parganas 
and the Parganas were subdivided into Tappas or 
Taluqas. Each Tappa consisting of a number of vil-
lages. But the size of many of the units was rather 
small compared to the Mughal times. The king was 
the supreme head of the administration. To assist 
him in the administration there were a number of 
officials who were responsible to the king. At the 
centre the Diwan helped the king in revenue admin-
istration and he was the sole powerful official after 
that to king. The various officials at the provincial 
stage were as follows: 

 ● Nazim (Head of a Suba)

 ● Kardar (Head of a Pargana)

 ● Chaudhuri (Head of a Tappa)

 ● Muqaddams (Head of a village)

Besides these there were Qanungos, the Pat-
waris, etc. The functions of these officials were:

 ● Collection of revenues,

 ● Promotion of farming,

 ● Suppression of crimes.

The judicial powers of these officials were lim-
ited. Except the petty cases in all significant cases the 
Maharaja, the Qazis and the itinerant justices in the 
countryside took the decision. The higher officials 
were usually appointed through the ruler and their 
offices were not hereditary. Merit was the major 
consideration at the time of appointment. There were 
men from various groups and religious faiths in the 
higher offices. Officials were paid in Jagirs but from 
the second half of Ranjit Singh’s reign a big number 
of officials were paid cash salaries.

The sikh empire was essentially not centralised. 
It was to enextant federalk within a centralised 
leadership.

Historians have divided the Sikh domains into 
3 territorial zones based on the actual exercise of 
royal control: Central zone, from the Sutlej to the 
Jhelum, the territories which were first occupied and 
closest to the capital, Intermediate zone, from by the 
Indus to the Jhelum, mainly the Subas of Multan and 
Kashmir. Peripheral zone, bordering territories like 
Peshawar, Dera Ismail Khan, Dera Ghazi Khan, etc.

The royal control was maximum in the central 
zone, where the appointments of the officials and 
their functions were very closely controlled by the 
centre. In the other two zones the central control was 
comparatively less and at times the local officials 
were appointed through the provincial governor 
himself. Besides these directly administered regions, 
there were many autonomous principalities through 
out the Sikh rule, especially in the hills.

These were the vassal principalities, divided into 
3 groups. The eastern group flanked by the rivers 
Sutlej and Ravi, The central group flanked by the 
Ravi and the Chenab, and The western group flanked 
by the Chenab and the Indus. The vassal chiefs 
accepted the suzerainty of the Sikh rulers and paid 
annual tributes to them. But within their own prin-
cipalities they enjoyed substantial power and were 
not within the purview of the revenue policies of the 
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Sikh rulers. Though, some of the vassals helped the 
Sikh rulers in common administration and military 
expeditions and also acted as Nazims and Ijaradars.

Revenue Administration
For financial purposes, the Punjab was divided 

into three categories i.e. regions that were leased 
out, regions which were given in grants and directly 
administered regions. These regions were assigned 
to three classes of officers:

Affluent class of people, sent as revenue farmers.

Military chiefs who were given absolute powers 
in their respective assignments on condition of send-
ing army contingents as and when required.

Tax collectors as state functionaries, with var-
iable emoluments mainly dependent on perquisites 
of their jobs.

Agriculture being the foundation of the country’s 
economy land revenue was the major source of the 
country’s wealth. Land revenue was realized on the 
foundation of Batai, Kankut and Zabti system.

Batai: Actual produce obtained after harvesting 
was used as the foundation of sharing of crops. This 
system was prevailing since the Mughal times. In 
this system the government had to stay constant 
check on the harvest, otherwise it might be deprived 
of its actual share.

Kankut: In this system the government share 
was assessed on the foundation of standing crops on 
or before harvesting. This system was also prevalent 
throughout the Mughal era. An advantage in this 
system was that the government did not have to stay 
constant check on the crops, because of the estima-
tion of the government share before harvesting the 
government could plan its budget.

Zabti: This was the system of cash payment on 
the foundation of the measurement of crops. Usually 
for the cash crops like cotton, indigo, sugarcane, 
tobacco, etc. this method was applied.

The rate of land revenue varied from time to 
time. Usually the government share was from two-
thirds to one-third of the produce. The rate was fixed 
depending on the condition of the soil, the mode 
of irrigation and the expense of farming. Besides 
the land revenue the state also claimed a number of 

Abwabs from the peasants. The collection of revenue 
was made in both cash and type. Thus we discover 
that in the revenue administration also there was 
not much change compared to the Mughal system.

Nature of the Sikh Polity

There is no denying the information that the 
teachings of the Sikh Gurus provided the vital 
base for the Sikh polity. The movement that had 
developed amongst the Sikhs to fight against the 
socio-economic and religious injustices in the medi-
eval era ultimately got transformed into a political 
movement in the course of the 18th century. So the 
foundation of the Sikh polity was laid down through 
the moral ethos and the democratic traditions of the 
Sikh Gurus. 

reflection of this democratic tradition is establish 
in the Sikh polity of the Misl era with its various 
characteristics like the Gurmata, the Dal Khalsa, rul-
ing in the name of the Khalsa, etc. It is significant to 
point out here that the historians are not unanimous 
in relation to the nature of the Sikh polity throughout 
the Misl era.

To some historians, the organisation of the Misls 
was ‘theocratic’ in character; on the other hand, it 
has also been pointed out that the functioning of the 
Misl Chiefs suggests that they acted independently 
in their own respective regions, sometimes guided 
through their own interests.

Their attendance in the meetings of the Sarbat 
Khalsa was not compulsory. They attended the 
meetings to talk about an emergency situation or 
for matters of mutual interest, decisions were not 
universally regarded as binding. Moreover, inspite 
of the framework of a democratic tradition, in the 
internal organisation of the Misls, there was not 
much democracy. The concept of personal govern-
ment was much in practice. There was no doubt a 
confederacy of the Misls but within the Misl the 
Sardar or the chief had complete independence.

The confederacy lived mainly because there was 
external threat. In the sphere of internal affairs the 
confederacy had no control in excess of the Misls. 
The emergence of Sikh monarchy in lay of various 
self-governing chiefs brought further change in the 
nature of Sikh polity.
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In the 19th century, the autonomy of the indi-
vidual Sardar came to an end and the king became 
the supreme power within the state. Ranjit Singh 
had full faith in the Sikh scriptures and the Sikh 
religion. But his personal faith never came in the 
way of his administration. Punjab being a land of 
the people of diverse ethnic, religious and language 
groups needed a secular administration and the Sikh 
rulers acted rightly in order to consolidate their rule 

in the region. The interference of religion in matters 
of administration was not expedient.

To quote Dr. Indu Banga “The continuance of 
autonomous principalities on the margin and other 
such pockets in the plains, assignment of Jagirs and 
service to a cross-part of the landed aristocracy and 
the grant of Dharmarth to the religious personages 
and organizations belonging to all faiths, necessity 
be viewed in terms of the ideology of consolidation”.


