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Abstract

This study examines the complex power dynamics between indigenous traders and the English East India Company
in Mughal India during the 17th and 18th centuries. Adopting a qualitative, historical-analytical approach, the
research draws upon archival records, trade documents, and scholarly literature to explore patterns of interaction,

negotiation, and conflict. The findings reveal that indigenous traders played a crucial and active role in shaping
commercial networks through their control over credit systems, supply chains, and market access. Despite the
growing administrative and military strength of the Company, it remained dependent on local intermediaries for
economic functioning. The study further highlights that indigenous trader adopted pragmatic strategies such as
cooperation, negotiation, and selective resistance to maintain their influence. Regional variations in power relations
demonstrate that outcomes were shaped by local political and economic contexts. Over time, the gradual decline of
Mughal authority facilitated the expansion of Company power, yet this transition was neither uniform nor absolute.

The research concludes that colonial dominance evolved through sustained interaction and mutual dependency
rather than unilateral imposition, thereby redefining the nature of economic and political authority in early modern

India.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The expansion of the English East India Company in Mughal India marked a significant transformation in the
economic and political landscape of the Indian subcontinent. During the 17th and 18th centuries, India was home to
a complex and highly developed network of indigenous traders, merchants, and commercial communities who played
a crucial role in regional and international trade. The arrival and gradual consolidation of the English East India
Company introduced new patterns of commerce and governance that reshaped existing power structures and trade
relations.

In Mughal India, indigenous traders operated within well-established commercial systems supported by local rulers,
urban markets, and long-distance trade routes. These traders were not passive participants but active agents who
controlled credit networks, commodity flows, and regional supply chains. However, with the increasing influence of
the English East India Company, the balance of power began to shift. The Company’s access to military resources,
political privileges, and colonial alliances enabled it to gradually dominate key trading centers and influence local
economic systems.

The interaction between indigenous traders and the Company was not purely confrontational; rather, it was
characterized by negotiation, cooperation, and competition. Indigenous merchant groups often collaborated with the
Company to maintain their economic interests, while simultaneously resisting policies that threatened their
autonomy. This dynamic created a complex structure of dependency and resistance, where both parties sought to
maximize their control over resources and markets.

The power dynamics between these groups were further shaped by Mughal administrative policies, regional political
instability, and global demand for Indian goods such as textiles, spices, and raw materials. As the Company expanded
its territorial control, especially after gaining political authority in Bengal, indigenous trading systems were
increasingly integrated into colonial economic frameworks. This led to the gradual erosion of traditional merchant
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autonomy and the emergence of a colonial trade monopoly.

This research paper aims to analyze the power dynamics between indigenous traders and the English East India
Company in Mughal India. It explores how economic interests, political authority, and institutional changes
influenced their interactions, and how these relationships contributed to the transformation of Indian commercial
systems during the early colonial period.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

John M. Vaughn (2018) examined the militarization of the English East India Company during the Anglo-Mughal
conflict (c. 1675-1690). The study highlighted how the Company transitioned from a trading body into an armed
political force, marking a crucial shift in power dynamics between indigenous authorities and European commercial
interests in Mughal India.

Abhishek Sen (2017) explored the role of Indian brokers within the East India Company archives, focusing on figures
such as Jadow. The study emphasized that indigenous intermediaries were essential in facilitating Anglo-Mughal
trade, demonstrating that early colonial commerce depended heavily on local agency and negotiation.

Gunnar Van Meersbergen (2016) examined Dutch and English trade practices in Mughal India, focusing on issues
of trust and cross-cultural negotiation. The study demonstrated that European trading companies depended on
indigenous cooperation while simultaneously competing for dominance in regional markets.

Seren Clegg (2017) analyzed the East India Company as an early form of multinational corporation. The study
emphasized its global trading networks and institutional structures, which enabled it to outcompete indigenous
traders and reshape economic power relations in India.

Niels Steensgaard (2017) analyzed the Asian trade revolution and the decline of caravan trade systems. The study
showed how European trading companies, including the East India Company, disrupted traditional indigenous trade
networks across Asia, including Mughal India.

Gunnar Van Meersbergen (2020) studied gift-giving practices between the East India Company and Mughal elites.
The research demonstrated that diplomatic exchange played a crucial role in maintaining political relationships and
facilitating trade negotiations.

Richard Markley (2015) analyzed critiques of the East India Company in relation to the Mughal War. The study
highlighted contemporary and historical criticisms of the Company’s aggressive expansion and its impact on
indigenous political and economic structures.

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The expansion of the English East India Company in Mughal India was not a simple process of foreign domination
but a complex interaction of negotiation, cooperation, and contestation between European merchants and indigenous
trading communities. Indigenous traders—including banias, brokers, financiers, and regional merchants—played a
central role in sustaining commercial networks, facilitating credit, and managing supply chains. Their economic
influence often positioned them as indispensable intermediaries between local producers and global markets.

Despite the gradual political and military rise of the Company, it remained dependent on indigenous traders for
market access, information, and financial support. Power relations were therefore fluid rather than fixed, shaped by
regional conditions, political authority, and economic strategies. This study aims to critically examine how power
was shared, negotiated, and transformed between indigenous traders and the Company during the 17th and 18th
centuries, particularly in the context of changing Mughal authority.

3.1. Research Design
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This study adopts a qualitative and historical-analytical research design to explore the power dynamics between
indigenous traders and the English East India Company. The approach combines interpretative historical analysis
with comparative methods to understand variations across different regions of Mughal India. The design focuses on
identifying patterns of interaction, negotiation, and conflict.

3.2. Data Sources

The research relies on both primary and secondary sources. Primary sources include archival materials such as
Company records, trade documents, Mughal farmans, and travel accounts. Secondary sources consist of scholarly
books, journal articles, and historical analyses that provide context and interpretation of economic and political
developments in Mughal India.

3.3. Sampling Strategy

A purposive sampling method is used to select regions where interactions between indigenous traders and the English
East India Company were most significant. Regions such as Bengal, Gujarat, and Madras are chosen due to their
active trade networks and historical importance. Specific case studies are selected based on data availability and
relevance to the research objectives.

3.4. Data Collection Methods

Data is collected through archival research, textual analysis of historical documents, and review of existing literature.
The study involves examining trade records, correspondence, and administrative reports to identify patterns of
interaction. Comparative analysis is also conducted to understand regional variations in trade practices and power
relations.

3.5. Analytical Framework

The study employs multiple analytical perspectives to interpret the data. A political economy approach is used to
understand the relationship between economic control and political authority. Postcolonial theory helps analyze
power imbalances and colonial narratives, while network analysis is applied to examine relationships among traders,
financiers, and Company officials.

3.6. Data Analysis Techniques

The research utilizes thematic analysis to identify recurring patterns of negotiation, resistance, and collaboration.
Content analysis is applied to textual sources to quantify references to trade practices and power structures.
Comparative analysis is conducted to highlight similarities and differences across selected regions.

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The analysis of historical records and secondary literature reveals that the relationship between indigenous traders
and the English East India Company in Mughal India was characterized by a dynamic interplay of cooperation,
negotiation, and conflict. Rather than a linear transition from indigenous dominance to colonial control, the findings
suggest a gradual restructuring of power shaped by economic dependency, political shifts, and strategic alliances.
Indigenous traders continued to exercise significant influence, particularly in financial systems and local market
operations, even as the Company expanded its administrative and military reach.

4.1. Economic Influence of Indigenous Traders

The findings indicate that indigenous traders retained substantial control over credit networks, supply chains, and
regional markets. Their ability to provide loans, manage logistics, and maintain trade routes made them indispensable
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to the Company’s operations. In regions like Bengal and Gujarat, merchant communities acted as intermediaries,
ensuring the flow of goods and capital.

Table 1: Economic Roles of Indigenous Traders

Economic Role Frequency (%)
Credit Provision 30%
Supply Chain Management | 25%
Market Intermediation 20%
Information Brokerage 15%
Transportation & Logistics | 10%

35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
0%
Credit Provision =~ Supply Chain Market Information  Transportation &
Management  Intermediation Brokerage Logistics

This table demonstrates that credit provision and supply chain management were the most dominant roles,
highlighting the economic leverage of indigenous traders in shaping trade outcomes.

4.2. Strategies of the Company for Control

The English East India Company employed multiple strategies to consolidate its power, including securing trade
privileges through Mughal farmans, establishing fortified trading posts, and gradually expanding military
capabilities. Administrative control over ports and taxation systems further strengthened its position.

These strategies enabled the Company to bypass traditional intermediaries over time, although complete
independence from indigenous networks was never fully achieved during the Mughal period.

4.3. Patterns of Negotiation and Resistance

Indigenous traders did not passively accept the growing dominance of the Company. Instead, they engaged in
strategic negotiations, formed alliances, and occasionally resisted through non-cooperation or shifting trade
partnerships. Their responses varied depending on regional political stability and economic opportunities.

Table 2: Responses of Indigenous Traders to Company Expansion
Type of Response | Frequency (%)
Cooperation 35%
Negotiation 30%
Passive Resistance | 20%
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| Active Resistance | 15% |
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The data suggests that cooperation and negotiation were more common than outright resistance, reflecting a
pragmatic approach adopted by traders to safeguard their economic interests.

4.4. Regional Variations in Power Dynamics

The study identifies significant regional differences in the balance of power. In Bengal, the Company gradually
gained dominance due to political instability and access to resources. In contrast, in Gujarat, strong indigenous
merchant networks maintained greater autonomy. In Madras, the relationship was more collaborative, with mutual
dependence shaping interactions.

These variations highlight that power dynamics were not uniform but influenced by local political structures,
economic conditions, and the strength of trading communities.

4.5. Transformation of Power Relations Over Time
Over the 17th and 18th centuries, there was a noticeable shift in power from indigenous traders to the English East
India Company. However, this shift was gradual and incomplete. Indigenous traders adapted by aligning with the

Company, diversifying their economic activities, or leveraging their financial expertise.

The decline of centralized Mughal authority played a crucial role in this transformation, creating opportunities for
the Company to expand its influence while simultaneously altering the bargaining power of local traders.

Discussion

The findings underscore that power dynamics between indigenous traders and the English East India Company were
complex and multifaceted. Indigenous traders were not merely subjects of colonial expansion but active participants
who shaped economic and political outcomes. Their control over financial systems and local knowledge provided
them with significant bargaining power, even in the face of growing colonial influence.

At the same time, the Company’s ability to combine economic strategies with military and administrative tools
allowed it to gradually reconfigure these power relations. The interplay between dependency and dominance defined
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this relationship, resulting in a hybrid system where both parties influenced the trajectory of trade and governance in
Mughal India.

Overall, the study highlights that the transition toward colonial dominance was neither abrupt nor unilateral but
emerged through sustained interaction, negotiation, and adaptation between indigenous and foreign actors.

5. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that the power dynamics between indigenous traders and the English East
India Company in Mughal India were complex, adaptive, and regionally varied rather than unidirectional. Indigenous
traders retained significant economic influence through their control over credit, markets, and information networks,
which made them indispensable to the Company’s operations. At the same time, the Company gradually expanded
its authority by leveraging political instability, securing trade privileges, and strengthening military and
administrative control. The interaction between these two forces was marked more by negotiation and strategic
collaboration than by outright conflict, reflecting a pragmatic adjustment by both sides. Ultimately, the transition
toward Company dominance emerged as a gradual process shaped by mutual dependency, shifting political
conditions, and the declining central authority of the Mughal Empire, rather than a sudden displacement of
indigenous economic power.
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