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In 2000, Kenneth Pomeranz pointed out that ‘Much of modern 
social science originated in efforts by late nineteenth-and twen-
tieth-century Europeans to understand what made the economic 
development path of western Europe unique’ (Pomeranz, 2000, p. 
3). He went on to say that the book was meant to explore the ‘dif-
ference’ between European development and that seen in other 
parts of the world.

While the debate on this ‘Great Divergence’ has resulted in 
considerable research by P. Parthasarathi, Stephen Broadberry 
and Bishnupriya Gupta, what still remains largely untapped is 
the wealth of material available in Indian vernacular archival 
documents, particularly those of the 18th-century Maratha power. 
Many of the documents of this time remain unpublished and, 
therefore, unstudied, but they contain a great deal of economic 
data on prices, wages and sources of income from the perspec-
tive of the state, no doubt, but of tremendous value nonetheless. 
However, for this chapter, I have used some of the very few pub-
lished primary sources.
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Against this background, I would like to present some 
data which would throw light on the actual facts and history of 
Maharashtra in the 18th century. The Maratha kingdom founded 
by Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj in 1674 ce was later expanded into 
the Maratha empire by the Peshwas. The Peshwa period runs from 
1713 to 1818 when the British conquered it from them.

Ample original data are available on this topic of wages, prices 
and money in 18th-century Maharashtra, especially of the Peshwa 
period, both in governmental administration and in family papers 
like Khasgiwale Daftar. Some of the original documents have been 
published a hundred years ago which, however, were mostly politi-
cal in nature. Very few documents pertaining to economic issues 
have still not been used for throwing light on the economic aspects 
of the history of that period.

Documents mentioning salaries and wages of various civil offic-
ers, clerks, soldiers, military commanders, skilled and unskilled 
labourers, and other servants are available. Lists of prices of food 
grains, vegetables, various types of cloth and other trade items 
such as metals and animals are also available. At the same time, 
abundant material is also available on the money economy and the 
banking system.

These data are available for different places and regions that 
were under the Maratha rule, for example, for Pune and Patas 
Pargana in Maharashtra or Surat Pargana in Gujarat or Bhopal 
Pargana in the north. I have made an attempt to study various 
examples dealing with this topic and co-relate them to derive a 
clear picture of the economy of the period. Original sources, both 
published and unpublished, are available. I am mainly dealing 
with the first half of the 18th century (up to the 1760s) as this 
period is the most active period for the Maratha rule. The expan-
sion of the Maratha power in North India and South India during 
this period changed their lifestyle and perspective. Prosperity 
and internal stability were the striking features of the period. 
This period was characterized by the growing economy, economic 
activities and also the adverse effects of the third battle of Panipat 
(fought between the Marathas and Ahmad Shah Abdali in 1761) 
on the economic life, in general, of the Maratha country. This led 
to changes in economy.
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3.1. MONEY IN CIRCULATION
For paying wages in cash, money, which is currency in the form 
of coins, should be available. In the Peshwa period, coins in the 
denomination of rupees, annas and paisa were easily available and 
abundant. Although the currency was fixed, coins were minted by 
the government mints and also by various authorized mints. The 
government had fixed the percentage of silver in a rupee. Coins 
having that standard were given preference. Mints producing 
impure coins were punished by withdrawing their license. Coinage 
was available in abundance. The coinage was dealt with by bankers.

The policy of expansion of the Peshwas in North India and 
South India created more economic space for various economic 
activities. Trade, banking, etc., expanded in the 18th century. 
Since the opportunities already existed, enterprising people had 
to come forward to make use of the new space. Some people real-
ized this and came forward to venture in this business. There was 
a huge risk involved in this but, at the same time, it also offered 
new possibilities for growth. This environment led to the creation 
of a bankers’ class that is of Savakars. Bankers—both large and 
small—were flourishing because of the demand from the govern-
ment, military commanders and common people. Large bankers 
could easily extend loans amounting to lakhs of rupees in cash on 
the spot (Athavale, 1999–2000, p. 48).

The banking system was scientific in those days. The indig-
enous banking system was a part of the ‘bazaar economy’ as Rajat 
Ray explains it (Ray, 1992, p. 11). He also argues that it was not 
‘unorganized’ (as against the organized sector of the Western 
economy) but organized in its own way. It served the needs of the 
people. Indigenous banking had its own methods, structures and 
functions for banking. It was carried out by individuals as well as 
private firms. They were separate from each other, though there 
was some understanding between them.

The banker extended loans to the state and army command-
ers, businessmen, agriculturist and ordinary citizens. Loans were 
advanced to the state for military and administrative purposes, 
campaigns, paying salaries of troops and other officers, etc. The 
maximum amount of such loans used to be in lakhs. However, the 
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loans extended were not always huge, for even small sums were 
given as loan even to the Peshwa’s family. Loans were extended to 
traders and businessmen depending upon their needs. Generally, 
such loans used to be short-term loans given on personal security. 
Loans were advanced to other sections of the society as well, for 
example, washermen, goldsmiths, coppersmiths, etc. The Vaidya 
Daftar (family papers of renowned bankers of that time) mentions 
such loans (Vaidya, 1944, pp. 34–35).

What I am pointing to here is the existence of a well-organized 
fiscal system. One part of this system was banking and the transfer 
of money through the use of varats and hundis—bills of exchange. 
There was clearly a flourishing money economy, with a clear under-
standing of the place of coins, large and small. Salaries, as said above, 
could be both in cash and in kind, but it needs to be emphasized that 
these were salaries, not perquisites alone. The kind of information 
that exists in these records, if examined in greater detail, would 
provide us with a great deal of more information on wages, money 
and the circulation of money in Maratha country in the 18th century.

3.2. WAGES
Wages were paid in return for services rendered. These services 
could be civil or military in nature, or they could be other types of 
work requiring skill, etc. There were two modes of payment. Wages 
or salaries were paid either in cash and/or in kind.

When the salary was paid in cash, it used to be fixed by the 
government and was paid in the then currency, that is, rupees.

When the wages were paid in kind, they were paid either in 
the form of cloth or food grains. It seems that generally expensive 
cloth was given to officers holding high positions in addition to 
their salary, probably because they were representing the Peshwa’s 
government in different regions of India and also to maintain their 
status in the society. The high-ranking officers were also given 
allowances to maintain a palanquin which was a status symbol. 
We also find in one instance that simple pieces of cloth were given 
to labourers to cover their heads while working so that they would 
be protected from dust.

Grains such as rice, jowar and bajra were given to labourers 
on an everyday basis or sometimes monthly basis. This was clearly 
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mentioned at the time of their appointment itself. Wages given 
were also mentioned very clearly whether to be given per day or 
per month.

3.2.1. Salary on Yearly or Monthly Basis
In 1743–1744 ce, the remuneration of the Kamavisdar (tax collector) 
of Bhopal was fixed at 4 per cent of the revenue received. He was 
also to maintain a garrison for protection purposes (Vad, 1907, I:3, 
pp. 255–256). Their salaries were fixed by the Peshwa government 
as shown in Table 3.1.

In addition to this, the Kamavisdar was given `750 as a gift 
(baksheeshi).

Out of this amount, ̀ 500 was for maintaining a palanquin and 
`250 was for a gold bracelet (kade).

Table 3.1 Salaries for Garrison

Kamavisdar’s salary `7,000 per year (4% 
of the revenue of 
`175,000) 

`583 per month

His garrison’s salary Therefore actual salary 
per month

1. Swar (a soldier having 
a horse)

`150 per swar per year 
(this is assumed, but 
not mentioned in the 
sources)

`12.5

2. Pyade (foot soldiers) `3 per month for 8 
months (aathmaahi)

`2

3. Jasud (messenger) `4 idem `2.66

4. Chopdar (the one 
who carries the mace)

`2 idem `1.33

5. Divatya (a 
torchbearer)

`4 idem `2.66

6. Aftagira (the one who 
carries an aftagir, 
i.e., an ornamental 
umbrella)

`5 idem `3.33
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We find many examples of officers and other high-ranking 
commanders who were given salary in cash and in kind in the form 
of cloth. Nilo Mahadev was appointed as Sabnis (a civil officer) at 
Sinhagad Fort in 1750–1751 ce. He was to be given a salary of 
`600 in cash per year and valuable cloth worth `100 (Vad, 1907, 
p. 192). Here, what is significant is the cost of the cloth that was 
given, indicating, probably, the seniority in the bureaucracy as well 
as his value to the state. In 1762–1763 ce, the salary of Rudraji 
Vishwanath who was appointed administrator of the Jawhar 
Sansthan was fixed at `1,800 in cash which included `800 for 
maintaining a palanquin and also ̀ 400 worth of clothes. His Rauts 
were also given clothes worth `25 each (Vad, 1911, I:9, p. 246). 
In 1765–1766 ce, an officer was sent to manage the affairs of the 
navy under Anandrao Dhulap (Admiral of the Maratha Navy). His 
salary was fixed at `1,100 out of which `1,000 were to be paid in 
cash and `100 to be paid for cloth (Vad, 1911, pp. 340–341). Many 
such entries are available for study.

In the case of other servants, soldiers, labourers or workers, 
the salary was given in cash and/or in kind as well. There are 
many instances wherein salaries were also paid in cash and in the 
form of food grains. In the Maratha navy, salaries were fixed for 
various office-bearers, soldiers, sailors and other servants. When 
1,000 men of the naval force of Raghuji Angre, a sarkhel, were sent 
for assistance to Vijaydurg—a sea fort in 1788–1789, their salaries 
were specified (Vad, 1908, I:4, pp. 168–169).

In Table 3.2, we can see how they were paid per person per 
month.

In some cases, mention is made that the salary should be given 
for 8 months (aathmahi) or for 10 months (dahamahi) or for 11 
months (akramahi). But the work was to be done or service was to 
be rendered for 12 months.

For example, in 1763–1764 ce, appointments were made on 
Fort Bahula in which `5,775 were to be paid to 75 musketeers 
for 11 months. However, the service was to be provided for 12 
months. Hence, effectively, the salary of 1 musketeer was `6.4 per 
month. In another example, a monthly salary of `3 was fixed for 
a torchbearer. He was to work for 12 months but a salary of only 
10 months was to be paid to him. So, in reality, he was to get `2.5 
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per month effectively. A salary of `650 was fixed for three clerks 
of which one was to be paid `250 per year and the other two were 
to be paid `200 per year.

If the salary of a person was to be given for all 12 months, then 
it was clearly mentioned accordingly. For example, the clerk getting 
a salary of `250 was probably a more senior and experienced clerk 
or the chief clerk because he earned no less than ̀ 22½ per month. A 
salary of ̀ 125 was to be paid to a havaldar per year which included 
all 12 months (Vad, 1911, 1:9, pp. 346–347).

An extremely high salary is recorded in 1762–1763 ce of 
`250 per year for a soldier which was to be given for 12 months 
(barmahi) (Vad, 1911, p. 311). This again demonstrates the effect 
of the third battle of Panipat (1761) on the Maratha army. More 
than 50,000 Maratha soldiers were killed in the battle. Also, in 
1762–1763, the Maratha–Nizam war seemed to be imminent (which 
ultimately resulted in the Battle of Rakshasbhuvan on 10 August 
1763). Therefore, the demand for soldiers must have resulted in an 
increase in the soldier’s salary proportionately.

Similarly, wages were paid to skilled artisans in the construc-
tion industry. Carpenters seemed to be getting more wages as he 
was paid `10 per month in 1745 (Sardesai, 1932, Vol. 23, p. 11). 

Table 3.2 Salaries for Naval Employees

Naval Employees

Salary 
in ` per 
Month

Rice (by Measure) (In 
Addition to the Salary in 
Cash per Month) Maunds 

Converted into Kg

Sardar 2 93.3

Sarang (officer on the boat) 2 93.3

Tandel (chief officer of the boat) 2 93.3

Soldier 1.50 55.98

Daryavardi (sailor) 1.50 55.98

Porga (a boy helper) 0.75 27.99

Nishandar (a standard-bearer) 0.75 27.99
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However, in 1811 ce, construction work at the temple of Rameshwar 
in Pune was undertaken. For this work, the wages of four carpen-
ters were fixed at `15, `14, `12 and `10 each per month. They 
worked for 70 days. Similarly, stone workers and masons were paid 
`12 per month (Chapekar, 1937, p. 250). It is interesting to note 
that the wages given in this case were paid on a monthly basis and 
not on a daily basis. This probably could be a piece work rate as 
they worked only for 70 days.

3.2.2. Wages on a Daily Basis
Most wages were paid or at least calculated on a monthly basis as 
the many examples cited demonstrate. Occasionally, wages were 
also paid on a daily basis. When, in 1755–1756 ce, the Katraj tank 
in Pune was being constructed, wages were paid in cash and in 
kind. An amount of ̀ 65,049 and 14 annas was the total expense on 
the wages of these labourers who were to work for an entire year. 
However, it is not clear how many labourers were employed for 
this work in the given year. In addition to the wages, the labourers 
were also provided with grains in kind which totalled to 1,509.13 kg 
(i.e., 71/2 khandi, ¼ maund, 13/4 ser). Such a large quantity clearly 
indicates that the number of labourers must have been quite large 
(though the number is never specified) and also that they were 
given these grains to last them an entire year while they worked on 
the construction of the tank. In addition to this, all these labourers 
who worked in this particular year for the construction of the tank 
were also provided with turbans worth `653 and 7 annas. There is 
an entry of the payment to be made to two stone workers. It was a 
piece work and therefore they worked for only two days. The entry 
stated: ‘Payment of ̀ 2/- to 3/- should be given to 2 stone workers for 
working for 2 days.’ This would mean `15–22 per month, so very 
high wages indeed, and available only for the top skilled workers 
(Vad, 1906, II:2, p. 218).

Wages of three tailors working for two days was `1 and 2 
annas in 1749–1750, or 3 annas per person per day, which makes 
more than `5½ per month (Vad, 1906, p. 185). Similar wages were 
paid out for skilled construction workers. In 1782–1783, on the 
occasion of the marriage of Peshwa Sawai Madhavrao, one mason 
and 25 labourers were appointed to repair the roads of the city 
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of Pune. Their wages were fixed per month as follows: `7.50 for 
one mason, `7.50 for one sumbekari and `4 for one labourer (Vad, 
1908, I:4, p. 111).

From the above data, it seems that people appointed in posi-
tions of responsibility such as Kamavisdar, officers and clerks used 
to receive more salary and were additionally also paid in the form 
of cloth. They also received salary for all 12 months. Soldiers were 
also paid salary for all 12 months. But, in some cases, soldiers, 
personal staff of these officers were paid salaries for some months 
only. However, the skilled labourers were paid comparatively lower 
wages that too on a daily basis or a monthly basis. The unskilled 
labourers were paid further lesser wages in cash but additionally 
they were given food grains which must have helped them in main-
taining their families in spite of the low wages.

3.2.3. Weights and Measures
Since we have looked at examples of salaries and wages being 
additionally paid in food grains, one must note that the standards 
for weights and measures were also fixed by the Peshwa’s govern-
ment. Although these used to vary locally also. Yet the government 
used to verify and stamp them on behalf of the government from 
time to time and place to place. The government used to take action 
against those who did not follow the standards fixed and approved 
by them (Vad, 1911, III:8, pp. 228–235). Therefore, a detailed and 
an in-depth study of these weights and measures could perhaps 
clearly bring out the slight variations in these regionally and the 
reasons for the government’s approval of the same.

3.3. PRICES
However, it must be noted that wages cannot ever be studied in 
isolation. They have to be studied in the context of the prices of 
food grains and other essential commodities of that period. The 
reason for it being that every time period in history has its own 
economic price index which gives us an idea of the lifestyle that 
the people lived by drawing the relation between their income 
and expenditure. We find many such price lists for different peri-
ods. The Peshwa government used to take a survey of the prices 
(called nirakh) in markets of different places. One cannot say for 
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certain why these were done; however, there is a possibility that 
these surveys were done probably with the intention of controlling 
market prices. This could have been a welfare measure for their 
subjects to promote affordability for them. Here is a price list for the 
years 1719–1721 ce of Sagunshi, a place on the south banks of the 
Krishna River, which was under the Maratha rule, as a specimen 
(Vad, 1906, II:2, pp. 180–85).

The case of changing prices of ghee (clarified butter) is quite 
interesting to study. I have taken the prices of only three different 
years, but it is very significant as they represent three different 
phases of the Maratha history.

Ghee seems to be the most expensive product in 1719–1721 ce 
costing ̀ 1 for only 0.670 kg (¾ ser). During Peshwa Balaji Bajirao’s 
period, however, ghee seems to have become cheaper as it cost 
only `1 for 1.87 kg (2 ser) of ghee in 1755–1756 ce. This could be 
an indication of the prosperity of that period (Vad, 1906, p. 184). 
In 1764–1765, however, the price of ghee increased again. The 

Table 3.3 Prices of Various Food Items

Commodity Price in ̀  (Approximately) per Kg Quantity in Kg per `

Milk 0.05 18.66

Wheat flour 0.03 37.32

Jowar 0.02 52.48

Bajra 0.03 37.32

Gram 0.03 35.82

Rice 0.06 17.42

Jaggery 0.23 4.35

Oil 0.27 3.73

Salt 0.07 14.93

Turmeric 0.27 3.73

Onions 0.09 11.20

Sugar 0.27 3.73

Ghee 1.43 0.670
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rate was `1 for only 1.50 kg (1.61 ser) ghee. This might be greatly 
because of the effects on the economy of the Maratha country after 
the third battle of Panipat (Vad, 1911, II:7, p. 314).

How can these prices help us to know the purchasing power of 
the wages summed up in the first section? One must keep in mind 
that the prices mentioned above belong to one region and the prices 
in other regions might slightly vary from these. Nevertheless, even 
after accepting such local variations, one can conclude that the 
basic essential commodities were cheap, in the sense, that a person 
receiving wages of `3–5 per month could live a decent life with a 
family of about five to six persons (including children), whereas 
a person earning `5–10 per month could live a good life with his 
family of five to six persons. In case of some labourers whose salary 
was only `1–2 per month, we can see from the records found that 
additionally they were given sufficient quantity of food grains per 
month to maintain their family. Survival, on what seems as meagre 
wages, was therefore not a problem in those days. Officers and 
others who earned more salary could, in fact, live lavishly.

3.4. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
Thus, in 18th-century Maratha country, there was a proper co-
relation between money, wages and prices. Sometimes, due to 
certain historical events like battles or droughts or other such rea-
sons, we do find some changes in prices or wages, but they would 
soon become normal. Money in cash was handled by the efficient 
banking system which became a pillar of the Maratha economy. 
Wages depended on the quality and quantity of the work that one 
had to do. Although, apparently, the wages seem less to us, they 
were actually not so less when we compare them with the prices 
of various essential commodities of the period (if we compare the 
gold prices of that period, we can understand this better). Gold 
price in 18th-century Maratha country ranged from `15–`18 per 
tola that is 11.66 g). Subsistence was not a problem in a normal 
situation in that period. One more factor was that the basic needs 
of the people in those days were less. Hence, in the given wages 
also they could live, what can be called, a normal life. With this 
study of the wages–prices structure, we can have a better picture 
of the Maratha economy.
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GLOSSARY
1. Aathmahi: Salary of 8 months
2. Aftagira: A person carrying the aftagir, that is, an ornamental 

umbrella
3. Akramahi: Salary of 11 months
4. Barmahi: Salary of 12 months
5. Chopdar: A mace bearer
6. Dahamahi: Salary of 10 months
7. Daryavardi: A sailor
8. Divatya: Torchbearer
9. Ghee: Clarified butter

10. Havaldar: Soldier
11. Jasud: A messenger
12. Kade: Bracelet
13. Kamavisdar: The head collector of revenue of the specified 

territory
14. Nishandar: A standard-bearer
15. Porga: A page or a helper boy
16. Pyada: A foot soldier
17. Raut: A trooper
18. Sabnis: Head clerk in charge of payment of salaries to officers 

and servants
19. Sarang: A worker on a boat
20. Sarkhel: Chief commander of the navy under Angre
21. Sumbekari: A worker with the sumba, a stone splitter
22. Swar: A horseman
23. Tandel: Chief officer of a boat

Currency during the Peshwa Period
4 paisa = 1 anna
16 annas = 1 rupee
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Weights and Measures during the Peshwa Period
4 ser = 1 payali
40 ser = 1 mun or maund
20 maunds = 1 khandi
(In modern terminology: 1 ser = 0.933 kg)
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