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Abstract

For almost two centuries now, historians have
argued about this kind of deceptively simple
question, namely did British rule actually harm or
dismantle Indian industry, or was it more like Indian
industry was already slipping on its own, before the
British even arrived in force. In this article the
debate gets re visited through one particular sector,
handloom textiles, which is also maybe the most
obvious victim of colonial economic policy. It leans
on number-based estimates drawn from Paul
Bairoch’s industrialization surveys, and then it pulls
in the more recent econometric work by David
Clingingsmith and Jeffrey Williamson. From that
angle the story is that India’s portion of world
manufacturing output fell from something near 25
percent in 1750 down to about 2 percent by 1900.
And then it tries to unpack how the collapse
happened: British tariffs that were intentionally
punitive against Indian cotton goods, those tariffs
climbed to around 85 percent by 1813, alongside the
near duty-free access for British cloth into Indian
markets. There’s also the East India Company’s
monopsony buying behavior, plus finally the flood
of Lancashire mill cloth once the Industrial
Revolution had really matured. The piece does not
ignore the revisionist scholars either, who often
argue that Mughal political fragmentation, along
with shifts in the terms of trade, helped set
deindustrialization moving long before 1800, not
colonial policy by itself. As an example, it uses case
material from Dacca’s muslin industry, where the
weaving population and overall production basically
cratered after the East India Company’s 1819
factory closures. In that view, the localized craft
economies kind of swallowed the shock, even as the
wider pattern kept worsening.The article ends up
weighing how much of India’s later industrial lag
can be tied back to that time, versus how much is
basically coming from longer-run structural
conditions. It sort of says that both colonial policy
and pre-colonial weak spots mattered , but also that
British tariff asymmetry gave the whole thing a
certain acceleration and finality, that plain market
forces, by themselves, probably wouldn’t have
managed to produce.
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I. Introduction

Walk through any economics history
seminar in India and sooner or later someone brings
up the handloom weavers of Bengal, usually with
this weird mix of anger and nostalgia. You hear the
tale so often it starts to feel like folklore instead of
actual history: skilled Indian weavers, muslin so fine
it could pass through a wedding ring, and then
British policy crushing it all within one generation.
Some retellings add grim bits, like the suggestion
that colonial officials cut off weavers’ thumbs so
they can’t work anymore. Most historians though
stay skeptical about that exact claim, because the
documentary support is pretty thin. But the core
economic arc does not need those extra dramatics,
the numbers by themselves are damning enough.

What happened to Indian textiles between
roughly 1750 and 1900 wasn’t a gradual slide. It
was a collapse, and by the usual clock of pre-
modern economies it was fast. India went from
producing close to one quarter of the world’s
manufactured goods, to producing only a sliver of
that share within a century and a half. This didn’t
happen because Indian weavers “forgot” how to
weave. It happened because the bargain terms on
which they competed changed dramatically, and
mostly not in their favor , you can almost see the
shift in the data.

This article  walks  through  the
transformation carefully, but kind of like, the causes
matter just as much as what ends up happening. Was
it a deliberate policy, market forces, or honestly
some messy mix of both? Economic historians have
spent decades, arguing about how much blame
should attach to British tariff structures vs how
much of it is really tied to deeper issues that existed
before colonial rule even started. And yeah, that
argument isnt just academic hair splitting, not really.
It changes how we frame colonialism’s economic
legacy more broadly, and it’s worth taking seriously
not rushing to the version of the story that just feels
the most satisfying.
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II.  The Scale of the Collapse

2.1 What the Numbers Show

Start with the headline figure, because it
sets the stage for pretty much everything else.
Economic historian Paul Bairoch’s widely cited
survey on industrialization levels found that India
accounted for roughly 24.5 percent of world
manufacturing output in 1750. China and India
together made up nearly 57 percent of global
manufacturing at that point, which kind of shows
just how lopsided the pre-industrial world economy
really was, compared with what came later on.

By 1800, India’s share had already fallen to
under 20 percent, based on Bairoch’s estimates as
reproduced in later research. That detail feels
striking, because it suggests a meaningful chunk of
the decline happened before Britain’s own factory-
based industrial revolution had truly taken hold. By
1860 India’s share had slipped below 10 percent,
and by 1880 it was sitting under 3 percent.
Clingingsmith and Williamson, in their NBER work
using a more formal open-economy model, got a
broadly similar path: India producing about 25
percent of world industrial output in 1750, then
dropping to roughly 2 percent by 1900.
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Figure 1: India's Share of World Manufacturing Output, 1750—1900

This line chart shows India s estimated
share of world manufacturing output at five
benchmark years, with a noticeable drop from about
24.5 percent in 1750 to less than 20 percent by
1800, then below 10 percent by 1860, and ending
around 2 percent in 1900. The figures come from
Paul Bairoch s industrialization survey, as told by
Colin Simmons and later crosschecked in the NBER
working paper on India deindustrialization by
Clingingsmith and Williamson. The main point is
that the steepest early fall, from 1750 to 1800,
happens before Britain s factory system really
reaches maturity , so it hints that pre-colonial and
early colonial commercial disruption played a
similarly big role, maybe as much as the later
industrial rivalry.

2.2 Per Capita Output, Not Just Aggregate Share
Aggregate share numbers can mislead you
a lot if you don’t also look at output per person,

because population growth can shrink a country's
relative share even if nothing “real” is
falling.Bairoch’s per capita manufacturing estimates
sort of help bridge that gap in the data too. His
computations say that by 1913, India’s
manufacturing output per capita was around two
sevenths of its 1750 level. For China, in the same
stretch, the figure sits at about three eighths of what
it had been in 1750. Both places actually contracted
in absolute per-person terms, not only in relation to
a bigger and growing world total. Western Europe’s
manufacturing output per capita, though, roughly
increased eightfold over the same period. That
difference, like an eightfold jump on one side
against a genuine drop on the other, is basically the
entire story of the nineteenth century global
economy, squeezed into just two numbers.

I11. The Mechanisms Behind the Decline

3.1 Tariff Asymmetry
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If you want to grasp how British policy
sped all of this along, tariffs are probably the most
obvious place, because the figures are pretty
concrete and also well documented. By 1813, import
duties on Indian cotton goods coming into Britain
got up to as much as 85 percent, and Indian muslin
in particular faced a 44 percent duty. At the same
time, British textiles heading into India were hit
with something like 5 percent duties. That is not,
like, any level playing field by a reasonable
definition. It is a setup that was clearly designed to
shelter Lancashire manufacturers from Indian
competition while letting British goods move into
the Indian market with minimal friction.

Now this imbalance didn’t just appear
overnight. British protectionist instincts about
Indian calico go back to the early eighteenth
century, when local wool, silk, and linen producers
leaned on Parliament to slow down the competition
from imported Indian cotton cloth. Then an act in
1721 went even further than the earlier limits, it
actually banned the wearing of printed calico cloth
altogether inside England, to protect domestic textile
producers. So even before the Industrial Revolution
shifted the production side of the equation, British
trade policy was already leaning the scales against
Indian imports on the demand side.

3.2 The East India Company's Commercial
Practices

Tariffs werent the only mechanism, at
work. The East India Company before it lost its
trading monopoly, had enormous influence on how
Bengal weavers operated. In contemporary
accounts, and later historical analysis, there are
descriptions of practices where weavers were kind
of tied into exclusive supply arrangements, selling
only to Company agents at prices that were set far
below, what open competition would have
produced. This wasnt classic “free trade” either. It
looks more like a setup where the buyer had
disproportionate leverage over the seller, which is
different from the kind of economic relation the
textbook comparative advantage version suggests.

3.3 Mechanization and the Flood of Manchester
Cloth

By the early nineteenth century, the second
mechanism kind a kicked in, actual competition
from machine made cloth. British textile mills—
powered by new improvements in spinning and
weaving technology could crank out cotton cloth at
a fraction of the labor cost that Indian handloom
weavers needed. After tariff protection was largely
dismantled on the Indian side as well, so after 1882

when India had to accept British cotton goods as
duty-free, the market just couldn’t keep hand
production going at the same scale. India then
shifted from being a major exporter of finished
cotton textiles, to exporting raw cotton and
importing finished cloth , in a way almost flipping
its earlier place in the global textile trade.

IV.  Case Study: Dacca's Muslin Industry
4.1 A City Built on Weaving

Nowhere shows the human cost of this shift
more clearly than Dacca, the Bengal city known for
making muslin so delicate that European visitors
had trouble accepting it was stitched by hand, rather
than... I don’t know, a different process entirely.
Dacca muslin got to a peak during the Mughal
period, it was valued so much that Mughal emperors
had it commissioned for court garments and,
somehow, it also became wrapped in a kind of
mythology—because people said it carried this
amazing lightness and transparency.

But that reputation just didn’t last once
nineteenth century colonial commerce got involved.
The East India Company closed its factories in
Dacca in 1819, and that single decision displaced a
large number of weavers who had basically relied on
that commercial setup. The demographic result was
brutal. Dacca’s population, which was roughly
900,000 in the late eighteenth century, fell to 69,000
by 1872. This isn’t a slow decline. It’s a city
shedding more than 90 percent of its people in about
a century, pushed mostly by the collapse of its main
trade, plus the moving out of jobless weavers and
their families toward rural Bengal.

4.2 Why Muslin in Particular

Part of what made muslin vulnerable was
that it leaned on a very specific input, kinda
dependent, and also geographically limited too.
Phuti karpas, the raw cotton variety used for Dacca
muslin, seemed to grow reliably only along a thin
stretch of land close to the Meghna River, as
contemporary British commercial records from
around 1800 suggested. When people tried to
cultivate it elsewhere, it kept failing, over and over.
That sort of geographic fragility left the whole
industry unusually exposed once economic and
political conditions turned against it, because there
was no real method to shift production elsewhere
the way other textile crafts sometimes did.

V.  The Revisionist Counterargument
5.1 Did Decline Predate Colonial Policy?
Not every economic historian buys the
simple version where British policy is the main
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villain. Clingingsmith and Williamson's research is
sort of in the middle of this, part of a bigger, more
nuanced argument. Their model puts a significant
slice of eighteenth-century deindustrialization onto
the decline of Mughal political authority, and the
resulting internal instability, and they also say this
kind of thing was going on before British industrial
competition became the main pressure. Between
1750 and 1830, India’s share of world
manufacturing output fell by 6.9 percentage points,
starting from 24.5 percent, and it drops noticeably
more sharply than what China did, or what the rest
of the colonized periphery went through in that
same stretch.

This matters because it makes the simplest
story harder to hold. If deindustrialization was
already in motion before Lancashire’s factories hit
full capacity, then colonial tariff policy mostly
accelerated and entrenched the slide, rather than
somehow creating it all from scratch. Some
economic historians have also pushed back on
Bairoch’s specific figures too, and they argue his
estimates for the 1860 to 1880 period might
overstate the decline. They also cite separate
evidence that domestic cloth production was

actually rising slowly toward the end of the
nineteenth century, and then it grows faster after
1900.

5.2 Terms of Trade and Real Wages

Real wage evidence adds another layer to
whatever picture we’re building. Research on
India’s economic well-being under British rule
points to a substantial drop in real wages, estimated
at somewhere between 30 and 45 percen t,
happening across this long stretch from 1600 to
around 1790. That’s a much longer window than the
classic deindustrialization story, because it usually
only covers a shorter chunk, and it hints at structural
economic pressure on everyday Indians that shows
up way earlier than the most intense part of British
commercial dominance, more than a century before
it really kicks in.

Table 1 pulls together the main numerical
benchmarks mentioned across these parts, basically
tying manufacturing share data , tariff figures and
the Dacca population collapse into one single
reference point.

Table 1: Key Quantitative Indicators of Indian Deindustrialization

goods entering Britain

Indicator 1750 1800 1860 1900/Later

India's share of world | ~24.5% <20% <10% ~2% (1900)
manufacturing output

Import duty on Indian cotton | N/A Rising 85% (1813) | Largely dismantled by

1880s

Import duty on British cloth | N/A
entering India

Minimal | ~5%

Duty-free after 1882

per capita relative to 1750

Dacca population ~900,000 (late | Declining | — 69,000 (1872)
18th c.)
India's manufacturing output | 100% (baseline) | Declining | Declining ~2/7 of 1750 level

(1913)

Sources: Bairoch (1982) as cited in Clingingsmith and Williamson (2005, 2008); Organiser/colonial tariff
research citing 1813 duty records; History Matters, University of Sheffield, blog archive on Dacca muslin

weavers.

VI.  Weighing the Two Explanations

It’s tempting to pick a side in this debate
and defend it, but if you read it honestly, the “story”
feels moremessy, like both forces were in motion at
the same time and they kind of fed into each other.
Political fragmentation after the Mughal decline
weakened the institutional ground that once helped
large-scale textile commerce, so Indian producers
became more exposed to outside shocks than they
would’ve been, otherwise, i guess. Then British
tariff policy showed up at almost the worst possible
moment, and instead of letting market forces sort

themselves out, it purposely tilted the competitive
field toward British manufacturers.

Think of it less like one big, dramatic event
and more like two streams, converging. One stream
was already nudging the Indian handicraft industry
downward before the British East India Company
really locked in commercial dominance. The other
streamcolonial tariff and trade policyhit full strength
right when mechanized British production finally
reached the scale to flood global markets with
inexpensive cloth. Neither stream by itself probably

accounts for the full Eicture of what haEEened to
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India’s manufacturing base between 1750 and 1900.
Together, they explain a lot.

VII.  Conclusion

The  deindustrialization  of  Indian
handlooms wasn’t a myth cooked up by nationalist
historians hunting for one villain, and it wasn’t only
a colonial policy win either, as if it happened in a
vacuum, away from other deeper structural forces.
the data assembled here shows a pretty rough shift:
India’s manufacturing share slipping from around a
quarter of world output in 1750 to roughly 2 percent
by 1900. then there are the tariff asymmetries, going
as high as 85 percent against Indian goods while
British cloth entered India at 5 percent. and Dacca’s
population drops from 900,000 down to 69,000
within a century. taken together, it is a story that
feels both quantitatively severe and mechanistically
complicated, kind of at the same time.

What comes off most clearly from the
evidence is timing. some decline had already started
before British industrial competition fully matured,
linked to Mughal political fragmentation and
changes in internal terms of trade. but colonial tariff
policy didn’t just sit alongside this vulnerability, it
kind of used it. it protected British manufacturers at
exactly the moment Indian producers needed a more
level field to retool, adapt, or compete. so that mix
of prior fragility, plus deliberately lopsided policy, is
what gave Indian deindustrialization that unusual
speed and depth compared with other regions in the
colonized world where the drop in manufacturing
share, while still real was consistently less extreme.

Understanding this period matters beyond
some academic debate. It sorta shapes how
economists and policymakers imagine industrial
policy, and protectionism, plus that long shadow
trade rules can throw over a country’s development
path. The handloom weavers of Bengal didn’t lose
their livelihoods because they were missing skill or
any kind of bright innovation. They lost them
because the rules of the game shifted underneath
them, and nobody on their side of the negotiating
table had the leverage to push the rules back, not
even a little bit.
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