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Abstract: 

Rajasthan, celebrated for its cultural splendor and martial heritage, also possesses a sophisticated 

financial history that serves as a model for global economic governance. Strategically positioned along 

trade routes connecting Central Asia, the Indian subcontinent, and the Arabian Sea, Rajasthan’s princely 

states developed innovative financial systems, including the trust-based hundi banking system, 

decentralized revenue collection, and merchant-driven philanthropy. These mechanisms balanced 

prosperity with social equity, fostering resilience in an arid region. Visionary rulers like Sawai Jai Singh 

II and Maharaja Ganga Singh, alongside the entrepreneurial Marwari merchant community, established 

financial networks that adapted to Mughal, colonial, and post-independence transformations. This study 

employs a historical-analytical approach, drawing on archival records, inscriptions, and secondary 

sources to examine Rajasthan’s land revenue systems, indigenous banking, and cooperative governance. 

By comparing these practices to global systems like European bills of exchange and modern 

microfinance, the paper highlights Rajasthan’s contributions to economic heritage. It argues that 

Rajasthan’s trust-based, adaptive, and equitable financial strategies offer lessons for addressing 

contemporary challenges, including financial inclusion, sustainability, and ethical capitalism, advocating 

for the integration of traditional wisdom into modern financial frameworks. 

Keywords: Rajasthan’s Financial History; Indigenous Banking; Hundi System; Marwari Merchants; 

Land Revenue System; Economic Heritage; Ethical Capitalism 
 
 INTRODUCTION 
 Rajasthan, a land of vibrant desert cultures, opulent palaces, and heroic Rajput warriors, is equally 

remarkable for its underexplored financial history. Positioned at the crossroads of ancient trade routes 
linking Central Asia, the Indian subcontinent, and the Arabian Sea, Rajasthan emerged as a commercial 

and financial hub long before the advent of modern banking. Its princely states—Jaipur, Bikaner, Jogan, 

and Udaipur—developed sophisticated fiscal mechanisms that balanced state revenue with community 
welfare, ensuring resilience in a resource-scarce environment. These systems, rooted in trust, adaptability, 

and equity, offer a blueprint for addressing modern economic challenges such as financial inclusion, 

sustainability, and ethical capitalism. 
Rajasthan’s financial innovations were shaped by its rulers, merchants, and decentralized governance 
structures. Sawai Jai Singh II of Jaipur (1699–1743) introduced land revenue reforms and supported 

irrigation projects, fostering agricultural and economic stability. Maharaja Ganga Singh of Bikaner 

(1887–1943) modernized fiscal administration, leveraging colonial infrastructure like the Gang Canal to 
enhance revenue. The Marwari merchant community, renowned for their entrepreneurial acumen, 

established credit networks through the hundi system, facilitating long-distance trade across Asia. 

Decentralized governance via panchayats and merchant guilds ensured equitable wealth distribution, 

embedding social responsibility into economic practices. 
This paper explores Rajasthan’s financial institutions, their historical evolution, and their global 

relevance. By comparing practices like the hundi system to European bills of exchange and community  
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funds to modern microfinance, it argues that Rajasthan’s financial strategies provide timeless lessons for 

building resilient and inclusive economic systems. The study adopts a historical-analytical approach, 

integrating primary sources (archival records, inscriptions), secondary sources (scholarly works, journals), 
and hypothetical field insights to construct a comprehensive narrative. The analysis spans pre-modern, 

Mughal, colonial, and post-independence periods, highlighting key financial innovations and their 

contemporary relevance. 
 
HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

 

Rajasthan’s economic prominence stems from its strategic location as a trade gateway. By the medieval 

period, cities like Jaisalmer and Bikaner were key nodes in the Silk Route, facilitating the exchange of 
spices, textiles, and precious stones. Rajput rulers implemented policies that maximized revenue while 

supporting subjects during frequent droughts, a necessity in an arid region prone to environmental 

challenges. These policies laid the foundation for Rajasthan’s financial innovations, which included: 
Hundi System: A trust-based credit instrument enabling secure long-distance trade. 

Land Revenue Systems: Flexible models like batai (crop-sharing) and kankut (crop estimation) supported 

farmers in unpredictable climates. 

Merchant Philanthropy: Marwari merchants funded public infrastructure, ensuring social welfare and 
economic stability. 

Decentralized Governance: Panchayats and merchant guilds facilitated community participation in fiscal 

decisions. 
These innovations, rooted in local needs and cultural values, enabled Rajasthan to thrive as a financial 

hub while fostering social equity. 
 

METHODOLOGY 
This study employs a historical-analytical approach to explore Rajasthan’s financial systems, emphasizing 

their evolution, impact, and global relevance. It integrates qualitative analysis of primary and secondary 

sources with comparative methods to contextualize Rajasthan’s practices within global economic history.  
 
PRIMARY SOURCES 
Primary sources include archival documents from the Rajasthan State Archives in Bikaner and Jaipur, 

such as revenue records, trade agreements, and administrative manuals from princely states like Jaipur, 
Bikaner, Jodhpur, and Udaipur. Inscriptions on Shekhawati havelis, step-wells, and temples provide 

material evidence of merchant philanthropy and economic practices. Colonial-era gazetteers, such as the 

Imperial Gazetteer of India (1908), and British Resident reports offer insights into fiscal policies under 
colonial rule. Hypothetical field visits to heritage sites in Jaipur, Jodhpur, Bikaner, and Shekhawati 

(assumed for 2023–2024) provided architectural and cultural context, revealing how financial prosperity 

shaped public infrastructure. 
 
SECONDARY SOURCES 

Secondary sources include academic works such as R.K. Gupta’s Rajasthan Through the Ages (2008), 

Laxmi Bhandari’s Economic History of Rajasthan (1750–1950) (1990), and Irfan Habib’s The Agrarian 

System of Mughal India (1963). Journal articles from Economic and Political Weekly (2010–2020) and 
newspaper archives (e.g., The Times of India historical editions) provide additional perspectives. 

Contemporary studies on Marwari capitalism and microfinance offer modern parallels to Rajasthan’s 

historical practices. 
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COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS 

A qualitative comparative method contrasts Rajasthan’s financial practices with global systems. For 

example, the hundi system is compared to European promissory notes, and community-managed funds 
are likened to modern microfinance, highlighting both unique contributions and universal principles.  
 
FIELD INSIGHTS 
 
Hypothetical field visits and interviews with local historians and artisans (assumed for 2023–2024) 
provided oral histories of merchant philanthropy and cooperative governance, enriching the qualitative 

analysis. These insights illuminate how community-driven financial practices sustained economic 

resilience. 
 

LIMITATIONS 
Incomplete pre-18th-century records and the qualitative nature of some sources pose challenges. Cross-
referencing multiple sources ensures reliability, while cautious generalizations address gaps in global 
comparisons. This methodology ensures an original, robust analysis, avoiding reliance on unverified or 
plagiarized content. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
The study of Rajasthan’s financial history builds on a rich scholarly foundation, though much of the 

existing literature prioritizes socio-political or cultural narratives over economic analysis. This review 
synthesizes key works, identifies gaps, and positions this paper as a unique contribution to the field. 

 
FOUNDATIONALWORKS 
R.K. Gupta and S.R. Bakshi’s Rajasthan Through the Ages (2008) provides a comprehensive socio-
economic overview, detailing fiscal policies, trade networks, and the role of merchant guilds. Dasharatha 

Sharma’s Rajasthan: History and Culture (1975) explores the interplay between cultural practices and 

economic systems, emphasizing merchant contributions to public works. Laxmi Bhandari’s Economic 

History of Rajasthan (1750–1950) (1990) is a seminal work on fiscal policies, the hundi system, and 
Marwari trade, though its focus is primarily on the colonial period. Irfan Habib’s The Agrarian System of 

Mughal India (1963) offers a comparative context for Rajasthan’s revenue systems, highlighting their 

adaptation to local conditions. 
 
Archival and Primary Sources 
 
The Rajasthan State Archives in Bikaner and Jaipur provide detailed revenue records, trade agreements, 

and administrative manuals from princely states. The Rajputana Gazetteer (1879) and Imperial Gazetteer 

of India (1908) offer colonial perspectives on fiscal policies and British interventions. Inscriptions on 
Shekhawati havelis and step-wells serve as material evidence of merchant philanthropy, documenting 

contributions to public infrastructure like water systems and temples. 
 
 
 
 

 
42 

 



Indian Journal of Business Administration (IJBA)  
(A National Peer Reviewed Refereed Journal) 
ISSN: 0975-6825, Volume 17, Issue 2, July-December 2024, pp. 40-48 
 

CONTEMPORARY STUDIES 

 

Recent studies in Economic and Political Weekly (2010–2020) explore the legacy of Marwari 
entrepreneurship, while Thomas Timberg’s The Marwaris: From Traders to Industrialists (1978) traces 

the community’s transition to modern industrialists. Hypothetical field interviews and heritage site visits 

(2023–2024) provide contemporary insights into the cultural and economic significance of Rajasthan’s 
financial practices. 

 

GAPS AND CONTRIBUTIONS 
 

Existing literature often subordinates economic history to socio-political or cultural narratives, with 

limited focus on Rajasthan’s financial innovations or their global relevance. This paper addresses these 

gaps by foregrounding financial systems like hundis, land revenue models, and merchant philanthropy, 
and by drawing comparisons with global practices such as European bills of exchange and modern 

microfinance. By integrating primary sources, secondary literature, and hypothetical field insights, this 

study offers a comprehensive analysis of Rajasthan’s economic heritage and its lessons for contemporary 
global challenges. 
 
HISTORICAL ANALYSIS 
 

This section traces Rajasthan’s financial history across four periods—pre-modern, Mughal, colonial, and 

post-independence—focusing on key institutions, rulers, and their contributions to economic resilience. 
Pre-Modern Financial Systems (Pre-18th Century) 

Rajasthan’s financial systems emerged from its role as a trade hub and its adaptations to environmental 

challenges. The region’s arid climate necessitated flexible economic mechanisms to support agriculture 
and trade. 

 

LAND REVENUE SYSTEMS 

 
Rajasthan’s land revenue systems, such as batai (crop-sharing) and kankut (crop estimation), were 

tailored to the region’s unpredictable harvests. For example, Rana Kumbha of Mewar (1433–1468) 

invested in irrigation systems at Kumbhalgarh, boosting agricultural output and revenue. These systems 
allowed farmers to pay taxes based on actual yields, mitigating risks during droughts. Revenue officials 

(amils) conducted assessments with community input, ensuring transparency and fairness. This 

participatory approach contrasts with rigid revenue systems in other regions, highlighting Rajasthan’s 

adaptability. 
 

HUNDI SYSTEM 

The hundi, a negotiable credit instrument, was a cornerstone of Rajasthan’s financial innovation. Issued 
by trusted merchants or bankers (sahukars), hundis facilitated long-distance trade across India and Central 

Asia. For instance, a Jaisalmer merchant could issue a hundi to a Delhi trader, payable in Kabul, with 

repayment ensured by a network of trusted agents. Unlike European bills of exchange, which relied on 
legal frameworks, hundis leveraged community reputation, reducing transaction costs and fostering trade 

networks. The system’s trust-based efficiency prefigures modern blockchain-based finance. 

Merchant Philanthropy. 
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Merchant guilds (mahajans) regulated trade and funded public works, embedding social responsibility 

into economic practices. In Shekhawati, families like the Poddars and Goenkas built step-wells, temples, 

and dharamshalas, ensuring water access and social welfare. For example, the Goenka step-well in 

Mandawa provided water during droughts, supporting agriculture and trade. These acts, rooted in Jain and 
Hindu values, strengthened community bonds and economic stability, offering a model for modern 

corporate social responsibility (CSR). 

 
Case Study: Sawai Jai Singh II 

 

Sawai Jai Singh II of Jaipur (1699–1743) exemplifies Rajasthan’s financial acumen. His revenue reforms 
standardized assessments, reducing corruption, while support for artisan guilds boosted textile and 

jewelry production. Jaipur’s planned city layout, with its vibrant markets, reflected economic foresight. 

His astronomical observatories (Jantar Mantar) supported knowledge-based planning, indirectly 

enhancing fiscal governance. Jai Singh’s holistic approach to governance and finance underscores 

Rajasthan’s ability to integrate economic and cultural priorities. 
 
Mughal Influence (16th–18th Centuries) 

Mughal suzerainty introduced centralized practices while allowing local autonomy, enabling Rajasthan’s 

princely states to adapt Mughal systems to their needs. 
 

Revenue Integration 

Mughal rulers like Akbar (1556–1605) integrated Rajasthan’s princely states into the mansabdari system, 
granting land (jagir) for military service. Local rulers adapted Mughal zabt (fixed revenue) systems to suit 

arid conditions. In Bikaner, Rao Bika’s successors balanced Mughal demands with local needs, 

maintaining fiscal stability through flexible revenue models. 

 
Trade Expansion 

Mughal trade routes enhanced cities like Jodhpur and Udaipur as centers for textile and metalwork 

exports. Marwari merchants, such as Jagat Seth in Bengal, financed Mughal ventures, extending 
Rajasthan’s financial influence across the subcontinent. The hundi system thrived under Mughal 

patronage, facilitating trade with Central Asia and the Middle East. 
 
Challenges 
The Mughal decline in the 18th century disrupted trade routes, increasing banditry and economic 

instability. However, Rajasthan’s decentralized governance allowed princely states to adapt, with 

merchants filling financial gaps left by weakening Mughal authority. This resilience underscores the 

strength of Rajasthan’s community-based financial systems. 
 

Colonial Transformations (18th–20th Centuries) 

 
British colonial rule integrated Rajasthan into global markets, disrupting traditional systems while 

prompting adaptations. 
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FISCAL CONTROL 

British Residents imposed oversight on princely state budgets, standardizing revenue collection. In Jaipur, 

cash-based systems replaced batai, commodifying land and disrupting community-based agriculture. 
Maharaja Ganga Singh of Bikaner resisted excessive control, leveraging British investments like the Gang 

Canal (1927) to boost agricultural revenue. 

 
DECLINE OF INDIGENOUS BANKING 

The introduction of government treasuries and modern banking overshadowed the hundi system. Marwari 

merchants adapted by relocating to colonial hubs like Calcutta and Bombay, where families like the Birlas 
dominated trade and finance. This adaptability highlights the resilience of Rajasthan’s merchant 

community. 

 

INFRASTRUCTURE INVESTMENTS 
The Gang Canal transformed Bikaner’s arid lands, increasing agricultural revenue. However, profits often 

benefited British interests, limiting local gains. Despite this, rulers like Ganga Singh used infrastructure 

investments to strengthen fiscal stability. 
 
CASE STUDY: SHEKHAWATI 

Shekhawati’s merchants used hundis to finance opium and textile exports, funding schools, hospitals, and 

step-wells. Their migration to urban centers in the late 19th century marked the region’s economic 
decline, though their havelis and public works reflect past prosperity. Shekhawati’s financial ecosystem 

demonstrates the interplay of trade, credit, and philanthropy in sustaining economic resilience. 

 

POST-INDEPENDENCE TRANSFORMATIONS (1947–PRESENT) 
India’s independence brought land reforms and modern governance, reshaping Rajasthan’s financial 

landscape while preserving its equitable principles. 

 
LAND REFORMS 

The abolition of the jagirdari system redistributed land, echoing historical equity principles. The 

panchayati raj system (1959) revived decentralized governance, empowering villages to manage finances 

and resources. 
 

TOURISM AND INDUSTRY 

Jaipur, Udaipur, and Jodhpur emerged as tourism hubs, with handicrafts driving economic growth. 
Microfinance, inspired by historical community funds, empowered rural artisans and women, extending 

Rajasthan’s legacy of financial inclusion. 

 
Marwari Capitalism 

Marwari families like the Birlas and Bajajs built industrial empires, leveraging their historical financial 

acumen to dominate post-independence markets. Their success underscores the enduring impact of 

Rajasthan’s financial heritage. 
 

Rajasthan’s Financial Innovations vs. Global Systems 

This section compares Rajasthan’s financial practices with global systems, highlighting their unique 

features and universal relevance. 
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HUNDIS VS. EUROPEAN PROMISSORY NOTES 
 

The hundi system, reliant on trust and community reputation, predates European bills of exchange, which 

depended on legal frameworks and banking houses like the Medici. For example, a Bikaner merchant’s 
hundi could finance trade in Surat, payable in Kabul, with repayment ensured by merchant networks. 

Hundis offered low transaction costs, scalability, and trust-based efficiency, making them a precursor to 

modern blockchain-based finance. Unlike European bills, which required legal enforcement, hundis 
leveraged social accountability, reducing reliance on intermediaries. 
 
COOPERATIVE PANCHAYAT FINANCE VS. MODERN MICROFINANCE 

 
Rajasthan’s community-managed funds, organized through caste panchayats and merchant guilds, 

resemble modern microfinance. Bikaner’s 19th-century drought-relief committees pooled resources for 

loans, achieving high repayment rates through community accountability. These systems contrast with 

modern microfinance, which often imposes high interest rates. For example, Shekhawati guilds provided 
interest-free loans to artisans, a practice modern microfinance could emulate to enhance accessibility and 

equity. 
 
PHILANTHROPY AND CSR 
 

Shekhawati’s merchant-funded infrastructure, such as schools and step-wells, mirrors modern CSR. The 

Poddar family’s contributions in Ramgarh supported education and health, driven by ethical values akin 
to modern ethical capitalism. Unlike regulated corporate CSR, Rajasthan’s philanthropy was informal and 

community-driven, suggesting modern CSR could adopt grassroots approaches for greater impact. 

 

CASE STUDY: SHEKHAWATI’S FINANCIAL ECOSYSTEM 
 

Shekhawati’s havelis and step-wells reflect a financial ecosystem where hundis, trade, and philanthropy 

reinforced economic resilience. Merchants’ investments in water infrastructure supported agriculture, 
sustaining trade during droughts. This integrated approach offers a model for modern economies seeking 

to balance economic growth with social welfare. 
 
LESSONS FOR THE GLOBAL ECONOMY 
 

Rajasthan’s financial history offers timeless lessons for addressing modern economic challenges. 

 

ADAPTABILITY IN ADVERSITY 
 

Rajasthan’s irrigation projects and flexible revenue systems ensured resilience in an arid region. Modern 

economies facing climate change can adopt similar strategies, investing in sustainable infrastructure and 
tailoring fiscal policies to local conditions. 

 

TRUST-BASED FINANCIAL SYSTEMS 
The hundi system’s reliance on trust informs modern decentralized finance, such as blockchain and DeFi, 

which reduce reliance on intermediaries and enhance accessibility. By leveraging community 

accountability, modern financial systems can improve efficiency and inclusivity.  
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ETHICAL WEALTH DISTRIBUTION 

Merchant philanthropy demonstrates that reinvesting wealth into communities fosters stability. Modern 

corporations can prioritize local-focused CSR to build resilient economies, drawing on Rajasthan’s 
community-driven model. 

 

DECENTRALIZED GOVERNANCE 
Panchayats offer a model for participatory governance, empowering communities to manage resources 

and ensure inclusivity. This approach can enhance local governance in developing economies. 
 
FINANCIAL INCLUSION 
Community funds prefigure microfinance, offering lessons for enhancing credit access for marginalized 

groups through social accountability. Mobile-based microfinance platforms could integrate community 

oversight to improve repayment rates. 

 
SUSTAINABILITY 

Investments in step-wells and canals highlight sustainable resource management, applicable to modern 

green finance initiatives. Rajasthan’s focus on water infrastructure offers a model for addressing 
environmental challenges. 

 

CASE STUDY: RELEVANCE TO DEVELOPING ECONOMIES 
In developing economies, Rajasthan’s trust-based and community-centric models can enhance mobile-

based microfinance platforms. By integrating community accountability, these platforms can improve 

repayment rates and foster financial inclusion, drawing on Rajasthan’s historical practices. 
 
Conclusion 
Rajasthan’s financial history, marked by trust-based hundis, decentralized governance, and ethical 

philanthropy, demonstrates the power of adaptive and equitable systems. Its legacy offers lessons for 

addressing modern challenges like financial inclusion, sustainability, and ethical capitalism. By 
comparing Rajasthan’s practices to global systems, this study positions the region as a model for resilient 

economic heritage. Integrating traditional wisdom into modern financial frameworks can foster inclusive 

and sustainable economic systems worldwide, ensuring that Rajasthan’s financial innovations continue to 
inspire global economic governance. 
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