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CHAPTER ONE

Transition

A. Satyanarayana

The transition from medieval Indian society to the modern period has
been studied by several historians. The 18" century has been considered as an
important landmark in the history of the Indian sub-continent. The Mughal
Empire witnessed decline in this period. The successors of Aurangzeb in the
18™ century, known as the later Mughals, were too weak to maintain Mughal
authority and failed to prevent the rise of the regional powers including
the founding of the Hyderabad State under the Asaf Jahis and later, the
English East India Company. Due to the weakening of the Mughal Empire
many provincial Governors / Subedars like those of Bengal, Awadh, and
Hyderabad established independent kingdoms. Traditionally historians have
viewed India’s 18" century as a Dark Age of warfare, political chaos, and
economic decline sandwiched between stable and prosperous Mughal and
the British hegemony. The 18" century in India was characterized by two
crucial transitions which characterized the structure of power relations and
initiated important social and economic changes. The first was the transition
in the first half of the century from the Mughal Empire to the regional political
orders. The second was the transition in the polity, society and economy.
The aggressive policies of the British East India Company affected political
and economic changes.

In the conventional historiography the 18" century has been
interpreted as a period of anarchy and economic decay. It was held that the
decline of the Mughal state corresponded with an overall decline. Some
scholars of the Aligarh school traced the economic decline of India beginning
with the downfall of the centralized Mughal Empire, which led to dissension
of political, economic and cultural vitality from the strong centres of power.
This was manifested in the decay of the imperial capital Delhi. However, C. A.
Bayly argues that the 18" century witnessed devolution of not only political
but also economic dynamics to the lower levels of regional rulers, small
potentates and even the little rajas of small estates. Seema Alavi divides the
18™ century into two periods of transition: a) gradual decline of the Mughal





