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Abstract 

Punyashlok Ahilyadevi Holkar’s economic governance presents a remarkable example of indigenous 

development based on local markets, traditional industries, and sustainable economic practices. At a 

time when modern economies struggle with issues such as rural distress, inequality, and environmental 

sustainability, examining historical models of governance provides valuable insights for contemporary 

policy frameworks. This study analyzes the role of local markets and indigenous industries within 

Ahilyadevi Holkar’s economic system and evaluates their relevance to sustainable development in 

present-day India. Using a descriptive and analytical approach based on historical and economic 

secondary sources, the research explores key features of her governance, including the promotion of 

local crafts and trade, encouragement of self-reliant village economies, and welfare-oriented state 

policies. The findings indicate that her emphasis on decentralized production and indigenous enterprise 

strengthened rural livelihoods, enhanced economic stability, and supported social welfare. The study 

concludes that integrating traditional economic wisdom with modern development strategies can 

contribute significantly to inclusive growth and sustainable development in India. 
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1. Introduction 

India’s pre-colonial economic systems were strongly shaped by indigenous knowledge, community 

institutions, and decentralized production structures that supported local trade and artisanal industries. 

Economic historians observe that village economies functioned through networks of crafts, agriculture, 

and local markets that ensured regional self-sufficiency and social stability (Habib, 2011). In contrast to 

later colonial models that emphasized extractive and centralized economic structures, traditional 

governance systems often prioritized community welfare, local entrepreneurship, and sustainable 

resource use. Within this historical context, the economic administration of Punyashlok Ahilyadevi 

Holkar represents a notable yet relatively understudied example of indigenous economic governance that 

integrated social welfare with economic stability (Kumar, 2016). Ahilyadevi Holkar’s reign is widely 

remembered for justice, efficient administration, and public welfare, yet the economic aspects of her 

governance have received limited scholarly attention within mainstream economic literature. Historical 

accounts suggest that her administration actively encouraged local trade, artisan communities, and 

textile production, particularly through the development of Maheshwar as a centre of weaving and 

commerce (Gordon, 2014). Her policies supported decentralized production systems, strengthened local 

markets, and ensured economic resilience for rural populations. Such governance contributed to 

livelihood security, regional trade expansion, and social cohesion, which align closely with the 
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contemporary principles of inclusive and community-center development (Richards, 2020). India has 

developed the renewed interest in localized development strategies. Scholars of development economics 

increasingly emphasize the importance of micro-enterprises, indigenous industries, and community-

based economic models in promoting sustainable and inclusive growth (Sachs, 2015). Government 

initiatives encouraging local production, rural entrepreneurship, and sustainable livelihoods echo many 

principles embedded in earlier indigenous economic systems. A qualitative re-examination of 

Ahilyadevi Holkar’s governance therefore offers valuable insights into how historically grounded 

economic practices can inform present-day development policies (Sen, 2000). This study situates 

Ahilyadevi Holkar’s economic governance within the broader framework of indigenous economic 

thought and sustainable development. The analysis highlights how decentralized production, support for 

artisans, and welfare-oriented governance contributed to economic resilience and social well-being. 

These principles remain highly relevant to modern policy debates surrounding sustainable development, 

inclusive growth, and rural economic transformation in India (Mishra, 2019). 

2. Background of Study 

The economic foundations of pre-modern Indian societies were largely based on decentralized 

production systems, village self-sufficiency, and strong networks of local trade. Agricultural production, 

craft industries, and regional markets functioned together to sustain economic activity across different 

regions of India. Scholars note that traditional economic structures relied heavily on local resources, 

artisanal labour, and community-based exchange mechanisms, which created resilient rural economies 

and ensured stable livelihoods for diverse occupational groups. Such systems were characterized by 

mutual interdependence between farmers, traders, and artisans, forming an integrated economic 

ecosystem that supported regional prosperity and social stability (Roy, 2012). Within this broader 

framework of indigenous economic organisation, several regional rulers played a vital role in nurturing 

local industries and maintaining commercial networks that connected rural and urban markets (Bayly, 

1983). Among these rulers, Punyashlok Ahilyadevi Holkar stands out as an important figure whose 

governance significantly influenced the economic landscape of the Malwa region during the eighteenth 

century. Her administration emphasized welfare-oriented governance, infrastructure development, and 

the promotion of local crafts and commerce (Roy, 2019). Historical accounts indicate that under her 

patronage Maheshwar emerged as a prominent centre for textile production, particularly the famous 

Maheshwari handloom tradition, which attracted skilled weavers and traders from different parts of 

India. By encouraging artisanal industries and ensuring safe trade routes, her governance strengthened 

local markets and enhanced regional economic activity. These initiatives not only supported 

employment generation but also contributed to long-term economic stability and cultural continuity, 

demonstrating how indigenous governance systems could foster sustainable and inclusive development 

(Chandra, 2008). 

3. Scope and Significant of study 

The scope of the present study lies in examining the economic governance of Punyashlok Ahilyadevi 

Holkar with particular emphasis on the role of local markets, indigenous industries, and decentralized 

economic practices in promoting regional prosperity. The research focuses on analyzing historical 

records, administrative accounts, and secondary economic literature to understand how Ahilyadevi 

Holkar’s policies encouraged artisanal production, local trade networks, and self-reliant village 

economies in the Malwa region (Guha, 2019). By exploring the development of industries such as 
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Maheshwari textiles and the patronage extended to craftsmen and traders, the study attempts to interpret 

the economic framework of her governance in the context of indigenous economic thought. The research 

also situates these historical practices within broader discussions on decentralized development, rural 

entrepreneurship, and sustainable economic systems that have gained prominence in contemporary 

development discourse (Bhaduri, 2016). The significance of the study lies in its attempt to bridge 

historical economic practices with present-day development debates. Modern economies increasingly 

recognised the importance of strengthening local economies, supporting micro and small enterprises, 

and promoting sustainable livelihood systems in rural areas (Rodrik, 2015). By analyzing Ahilyadevi 

Holkar’s governance model, the study highlights how policies rooted in local resource utilization, 

community participation, and support for indigenous industries contributed to economic resilience and 

social welfare. The findings of this research can provide useful insights for policymakers, scholars, and 

development practitioners interested in sustainable development, inclusive growth, and the revitalization 

of traditional industries in India. Furthermore, the study contributes to the limited scholarly literature on 

indigenous economic governance by bringing attention to a historically significant model of welfare-

oriented and decentralized economic administration (Banerjee & Duflo, 2011). 

4. Objectives of the Study 

 To analyse the significance and functioning of local markets in the economic governance of 

Ahilyadevi Holkar 

 To examine the role of indigenous industries, particularly traditional crafts and textile 

production, in promoting rural and regional economic development during her reign 

 To evaluate the welfare-oriented and decentralized characteristics of Ahilyadevi Holkar’s 

economic administration 

 To analyse the alignment of Ahilyadevi Holkar’s economic practices with contemporary 

concepts of sustainable development and inclusive growth 

 To assess the relevance of her economic governance model for present-day policy initiatives 

related to rural development, local entrepreneurship, and the promotion of indigenous industries 

in India 

5. Review of Literature 

The study of indigenous economic systems in India has been examined by several historians and 

scholars of Indian economic thought. Radhakamal Mukherjee emphasized that traditional Indian society 

functioned through decentralized economic structures where village communities, local markets, and 

occupational groups played a vital role in sustaining economic stability and social welfare (Dharampal, 

1983). Dharampal highlighted that pre-colonial Indian economic organisation was closely linked with 

local production systems, artisanal industries, and community institutions that ensured self-reliance at 

the village level. These scholars argue that economic activities in traditional India were not isolated from 

social and ethical considerations but were embedded within broader frameworks of welfare-oriented 

governance and community cooperation (Mukherjee, 1960). 

Some studies have emphasized that crafts, small-scale manufacturing, and indigenous industries formed 

an essential component of the rural economy in pre-modern India. Roy (2019) argued that regional craft 

clusters and artisanal networks supported employment generation and strengthened local economic 

resilience through strong market linkages between villages and urban trading centre. Such industries 
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operated within a decentralized system where production, trade, and consumption were interconnected at 

the local level. These findings highlight the importance of local markets and indigenous industries in 

sustaining economic activity and rural livelihoods in historical India.Research on welfare-oriented 

governance in Indian princely states also provides insights into the economic role of rulers who 

supported local industries and trade. B. B. Misra’s work on administrative and economic institutions 

suggests that several regional rulers encouraged trade routes, artisan communities, and infrastructure 

development to ensure economic prosperity and social stability (Gordon, 2014). These studies reveal 

that governance structures in many princely states were closely linked with economic management and 

public welfare (Misra, 1986). Amartya Sen’s capability approach emphasizes that development should 

be understood not merely in terms of economic growth but also in relation to human well-being, 

freedom, and livelihood security (Sachs, 2015). Modern development scholars highlight the significance 

of local entrepreneurship, micro-enterprises, and community participation in achieving sustainable and 

inclusive economic development. These perspectives align with the principles of indigenous economic 

models that emphasize local resource utilization and participatory economic structures (Sen, 1999). 

6.  Research Methodology 

The present study is analytical and interpretative in nature, focusing on a systematic examination of 

historical and economic evidence. It aims to critically evaluate the relevance and applicability of 

traditional economic systems, particularly those associated with Ahilyadevi Holkar’s administration, in 

addressing contemporary development challenges. The research adopts a conceptual and qualitative 

approach, emphasizing interpretation rather than empirical measurement. It is related to the 

administrative and economic practices of Ahilyadevi Holkar, which provide foundational insights into 

traditional governance and economic systems. In addition, books and peer-reviewed research articles on 

Indian economic history and indigenous industries have been utilized to establish a broader theoretical 

and contextual framework. The aim is to examine the similarities and differences between the economic 

features of Ahilyadevi Holkar’s system and contemporary sustainable development approaches, enabling 

an assessment of their relevance in the modern context. Policy analysis is conducted to critically 

evaluate current economic policies related to local markets, indigenous industries, and rural 

development, thereby identifying their alignment with traditional practices. Content analysis is applied 

to systematically interpret historical texts, academic literature, and policy documents, with the objective 

of identifying recurring themes such as decentralization, welfare orientation, and sustainability. 

Additionally, indicator mapping is undertaken to conceptually align traditional economic practices with 

modern sustainable development indicators, including inclusive growth, support for rural livelihoods, 

and decentralised production systems. 

7. Discussion and Analysis 

Historical interpretations suggest that her administration encouraged the development and smooth 

functioning of regional and village markets, thereby strengthening decentralized economic structures 

and promoting the circulation of locally produced goods (Subrahmanyam, 2012). These markets 

provided an important platform for artisans, traders, and agricultural producers to exchange commodities 

and maintain stable economic linkages between rural and urban areas. Economic historians have 

observed that regional market structures in pre-modern India played a crucial role in sustaining local 

economic activity and integrating rural production with wider commercial networks (Ray, 2011). 

Indigenous industries constituted another important component of Ahilyadevi Holkar’s economic 

governance. Historical accounts indicate that her administration actively supported traditional crafts, 
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cottage industries, and small-scale production units, particularly in the Malwa region. These industries 

relied largely on locally available raw materials, skilled craftsmanship, and traditional knowledge 

systems, which helped sustain employment and strengthen rural livelihoods. Scholars studying India’s 

traditional industries emphasize that artisanal production and craft clusters historically contributed to 

employment generation and regional economic stability (Roy, 2020). The research on India’s economic 

transformation highlights the continuing relevance of small-scale industries and traditional crafts in 

strengthening rural economies and preserving cultural heritage (Bandyopadhyay, 2018). 

   Figure 1: Economic System: Past and Present 

       

    (Source: Author’s Self-Interpretation) 

The above framework illustrates that Ahilyadevi Holkar’s economic system serves as the central 

analytical foundation, linking historical governance practices and indigenous industries with 

contemporary development goals such as sustainability, inclusive growth, and rural development. 

Through comparative and policy analysis, the framework establishes how traditional economic 

structures align with modern approaches to local markets and MSME-driven growth. The integration of 

these dimensions reveals key themes decentralization, welfare orientation, and sustainability which act 

as mediating factors. In short, these themes contribute to measurable sustainable development outcomes, 

including strengthened rural livelihoods, inclusive economic growth, and decentralized production 

systems, thereby demonstrating the continued relevance of traditional economic models in present-day 

development discourse. The decentralized governance structures enabled effective supervision of 

economic activities and allowed local administrative units to address market-related issues and 

grievances promptly (Scoones, 2016). Traditional Indian economic systems often emphasized 

moderation in resource utilization and balanced relationships between production and community 

welfare, which closely align with contemporary ideas of sustainable development. Modern development 

literature highlights that decentralized governance, community participation, and support for local 

industries can significantly enhance inclusive growth and long-term economic sustainability (Harriss-

White, 2015).  

8.  Finding of study  
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 The analysis indicates that local markets played a crucial role in ensuring economic 

sustainability during the reign of Punyashlok Ahilyadevi Holkar. Decentralised market 

structures contributed to stable income circulation, reduced economic vulnerability, and 

strengthened local economies. 

 The study finds that indigenous industries were instrumental in supporting rural livelihoods. 

Traditional crafts and small-scale production systems generated employment, enhanced self-

reliance, and prevented excessive dependence on external markets. 

 The findings reveal that welfare-oriented and decentralised economic governance under 

Ahilyadevi Holkar contributed significantly to economic stability and social well-being. 

Administrative decentralization ensured effective regulation of markets and equitable distribution 

of economic benefits. 

 The study establishes that traditional economic systems were inherently aligned with 

principles of sustainable development. Localized production, moderate resource use, and 

community-based economic practices reflected long-term sustainability considerations. 

9. Conclusion  

The present study examined the economic system of Punyashlok Ahilyadevi Holkar with a focus on 

local markets, indigenous industries, and sustainable development, using an analytical approach based 

on secondary data. The analysis demonstrates that her economic governance was rooted in 

decentralization, welfare orientation, and localized production systems, which collectively contributed to 

economic stability and social well-being. The study highlights those local markets and indigenous 

industries formed the backbone of economic activity during Ahilyadevi Holkar’s reign. These 

institutions not only ensured livelihood security and rural economic resilience but also promoted 

sustainable use of resources.  
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