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d^apUr - IV 

B R m S H P O U C Y T O W A i t E ^ INPIAN STATES 

WITH REFERENCE TO COOCM BEHAR 

(1757-1813) 

The East India Company symbolising imperial interest and 

power had been able to penetrate Indian soil at a particular phase 

of history by taking advantage of the apparent disunity and internal 

feuds among the regional powers in India. Such a situation of 

disunion, disbelief and distrust among the then existing regional 

rulers of India had created an opportunity for the British power to 

enter into and to intervene into the Indian political sail. An overview 

of the then disturbed political situation is relevant to mention. 

After the disintegration of the Mughal Empire, the Marathas 

CMMtd mity tx aMc to r ^ i b i their power over their lost dominions, 

which was founded b^ Shivaji. But the death of Shivaji left the 

Marathas between the internal quarrels and dissensions. Intrigue 

and corruption in Peshwas Court and perpetual wars between the 

Scindia and Holker disrupted the Maratha unity. Into this arena of 

confusion and unrest entered the British in the political scene of 

India. The British domination of India began with the establishment 
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of trading settlements in Madras, Calcutta and Bombay, which 

provided the basis for the expansion of British authority. At that 

time the only interest of the Company was in trade and commerce 

and the^r frowned upon wars which added into their profits. During 

this peric^ the company entered into treaties with Indian States at 

no more than the maintenance of the company's privileged position 

in trade against its rivals K 

This historical growth of the system of Princely States in 

treaty relationship with the East India Company began when East 

India Company acquired the Rights of belligerency with non-

Christian powers^. This gave them the legal authority to negotiate 

eng^ements, alliances and treaties. The battle of Plassey laid the 

foundation of relationship between the East India Company and the 

Indian States. British policy towards the Indian States had been 

designed in a well-knit manner. Such ah objectified policy design' 

had created the necessary basis of relationship between the British 

and the Indian States. To analyse the relationship between the 

former and the later Sir William Warner wrote^, "there were three 

epochs in British relations with the Indian States till the , 

introduction of the Reforms of 1919'. During the preliminary phase 

the English East India Company followed the "Policy of the 

Ringfence" and this phase lasted from 1757 to 1813. The second 

period lasted from 1813 to 1858 and was called as "Subordinate 

Illation". The third phase from 1858 to 1919 and was designated 
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by Warner as the period of "Subordinate Union". Such policies 

deserve specific mention. 

P O L I C Y OF RiNGPENCE: 

At the beginning one can argue that such a policy was 

undertaken owing to certain compulsions. During the phase the 

English East India Company was not very strong. It was not in a 

pomticm to interfere into the internal.affairs of the Indian States. 

The Company had neither the strength nor the resources to defeat 

the Indian States. From the granting of th<e Diwani to the East India 

Company until the tenure of Lord Wellesley, the Company remained 

one of the several contending powers in India, whose treaties and 

alliances were designated only to protect their commercial interests 

and position against the rivals and it did so on the basis of equality 

and reciprocity^. Lee Warner elaborates, "that, during the period the 

British endeavoured as far as possible to live with a Ringfence and 

beyond.that they avoided intercourse with the Chiefs"^. 

While applying the Ringfence policy the East India Company 

exhibited a soft and ipordial relationship with the Indian rulers. 

Panikkar rightly observes about the policy persuade during the 

phase thus, "aH the treaties, except that with Mysore, are negotiated 

on a basis of equality. The company did not claim any paramountcy 

or imperial authority and the treaties themselves merely show that 

at least the case of those States were not conquered, there was a 
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Spirit reciprocity". Secondly, each of these treaties guarantees in a 

most solemn manner the absolute authority of the Ruler over his 

subjects and most unequivocally repudiates any claim to intervene 

in the affairs of the State^. 

This policy of non-intervention in the affairs of the States was 

laid down in Pitt's India Act of 1784. The Act provided that the 

Home Government did not approved of the intervention of her 

officers in India into the internal affairs of the Indian States. But in 

spite of the Act of 1784, it cannot be denied that on certain 

occasions the company had to interfere in the affairs of the Indian 

States. But Lee Warner is of opinion that when the events of the 

Ringfence periods are called to mind, the palpable anxiety of the 

Company to end both anneication and aUismces stands out in the 

clearest relief. There had been the battle of Buxar in 1764 when 

Oudh lay at the feet of major Munro, but was not annexed; the 

Rohila was after which warren Hastings conquered and conferred 

territories on the Wazir of Oudh; the first Maratha war which closed 

in the restitution of Bassein and the restoration of the status quo 

by the Treaty of Salbai and finally four Mysore wars from which the 

allies of the British derived the main advantages^. 

The British Government also derived advantage in 

establishing her relationship with the tiny Princely north-eastern 

State Gooch Behar. Taking opportunity of the internal feuds of the 

Cooch, Behar State, the neighbouring country Bhutan extended her 
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powerful hands to extend influence over the Cooch Behar 

administration. Under the pressure of the Bhutanese Dharendra 

Narayan of G^jch Behar fled from the country and sought the help 

of the East India Company^. 

Thus the opportunity of intervening into the affairs of Cooch 

Behar State came to the East India Company as an invitation. The 

importance of Cooch Behar was acknowledged by the East India 

Company. The control over the administration and the exertions of 

influence over the tiny state also become one of the most important 

aims of the British imperialism. The appeal for assistance of the 

Raja was immediately accepted subject to certain conditions. 

Accordingly, a treaty was arranged upon between the East India 

Company and the Raja of Cooch Behar on 5*^ Aprill773.^ The 

substance of the concluding treaty was that the company should 

expel the Raja's enemies out of his territory and protect it from any 

in roads of the outsiders in future, the Raja would bear the 

expenses of the British Army and agree to the subjection of the 

Company and would pay half of the revenues of the State'". The 

detail terms and conditions of the treaty were categorically 

stipulated. As a result the company's troops expelled the Bhutanese 

from the Cooch Behar State and recaptured the country from their 

hands . This treaty of 1773 had shattered the sovereign right of the 

king of Cooch Behar and ultimately it became a tributary State of 

the East India Company, though in the first phase the company 

was mere a contending power. 
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From the above discussion a question may be raised why did 

the East India Company inteifere into the affairs of a small 

northeastern State like Cooch Behar? The answer to this question 

can be given from different angles. It was, in the first instance, 

guided by the political interest of the British. It is evident from the 

m^^^mfsq^sgrn^ re|K»rt of Waiter Hamilton (1820) that, "the peace and 

security of the adjacent British territories were more to be 

considered that any pecuniary advantage to be derived from the 

new acquisition, as prior to this period the Rungpur District had 

been much exposed to incursions from Bhutan"i'. Thus the 

maintenance of peace and security became a matter of direct 

interest and naturally the offer of the treaty proposal of 1772 was 

forthwith accepted by the company. The political interest, i.e., the 

protection of the northern flank of the company's expanding empire 

in Bengali was their main concern ̂ , The political motive of Warren 

Hastings, the then Governor General of Bengal is also to be 

mentioned. "He was glad at the opportunity to annex the territory 

through the firmly disclaimed remote projects of conquest and 

stressed that his only aim was to complete the outline of the 

company's dominations^^. 

Secondly, the political motive was further strengthened with 

the commercial interest of the East India Company. The Company's 

commerce in the Himalayan region was so long carried on through 

Nepal, but during this time the political atmosphere of Nepal badly 
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hampered the commercial interests of the English East India 

Company!'*, rphg company as a result waseager to open trade route 

to Tibet through Bhutan, Assam and Cooch Behar and Warren 

Hasting's policy in this regard was to bypass the Gurkhas of 

Nepal^s But the relation between the East India Company and 

Bhutan was not even firmly established and cordial. Naturally, the 

annexation of Cooch Behar by Bhutan would prevent their 

commercial interest in this region. To obtain free access for trade 

routes it was essentially important on the part of the East India 

Company to clear the trade routes and obviously the war with 

Bhutan was necessary'^. 

Thirdly, the motives of the East India Company are explained 

by Gayatri Devi, the princess of Cooch Behar and the Maharani of 

Jaipur. She is of the opinion that "tlie links between Cooch Behar 

and the British grew stronger and more diverse. Placed as it was 

geographically, Cooch Behar was constantly involved in the 

expansionist schemes and political intrigues of Bhutan, Sikkim and 

Assam, which in their turn were involved with Nepal and Tibet. It 

was tsiportant for the British to have a foothold in this troubled and 

strategically important area and when life, in the State was further 

complicated by constant domestic dissension, eventually in 1788, a 

British Resident was appointed to keep order" î . 
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Moreover, the East India Company, was perturbed by the 

activities of the Sannyasis (Saints) who were posing a threat to the 

peace and security in the neighbouring areas of Cooch Behar. The 

problem to tackle the 'Sannyasis' became a concern of the British 

and condition regarding the 'Sannyasis' was referred in the treaty of 

177318, 

One point should be mentioned here that the third article of 

the treaty of 1773 envisaged the complete subjection of Cooch 

Behar territory with the company's domination in India, but it was 

not properly implemented at the beginning of Company's 

intercourse with Cooch Behar for two reasons. Firstly, the East 

India Company had engaged their entire attention in extending their 

sphere of influence in Central and Western India, and secondly, the 

over mmpMcation of the feet that to the Company the loyality of 

this tiny State Cooch Behar, had been above question, to 

particularly after the re-installation of the captive Raja Dharendra 

Narayan. 

On the other side, we can see that fourteen years after the 

passing of Pitt's India^ Act, Wellesley came to India as Governor 

General. He was given the strictest injunctions to keep the peace, 

not to meddle with the Indian rulers and to husband the depleted 

resources of the Company. But Wellesley paid scant attention to 

these injunetions. As a Governor General in India Wellesley's only 

intention to make the East India Company as a paramount power 
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and with this idea in mind he introduced the Subsidiary Alliance 

System with the Indian rulers, under this system, the State 

accepting subsidiary alliance was to make no wars and to carry on 

no negotiations with any other State without the Company's 

knowlfdge and consent; the bigger States were to maintain armies 

commanded by British Officers for the preservation of public peace 

and their rulers were to cede certain territories for the upkeep of 

these forces; the smaller States were to pay a tribute to the 

company. In return, the Company was to protect them, one and all, 

against external agress ion and internal rebellion. A British 

Resident was also installed in every State that accepted the 

subsidiary alliance i^. 

Internal dissensions, foreign incursions and internal 

squabbles precipitated the advent of the British in Cooch Behar and 

they tried to introduce the system of subsidiary alliance in the 

State. The active interference into administration of the State by the 

Company came after the death of Raja Dhairjendra Narayan^o. At 

the time of his death his successor to the throne was Harendra 

Narayan who was jus t above three years of age which resulted in 

confusion and troubles. The troubles in the State disrupted the 

State g^ministration and at the same time revenue also fell to a low 

ebb which was a matter of grave concern to the East India 

Company. Because, initially the Company was mainly concerned 

with the revenue and remained satisfied with the tribute which was 

agreed upon by the treaty of 1773. In this connection it should be 
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mentioned here that the half of the revenue was to be paid as a 

tribute and not as a tax. So, the question of political disturbances 

and the fall of revenue led the Company to take effective action in 

the affairs of the State. 

In the meantime the situation of the State turned worse. A 

man named Ganesh Giri (Leader of the Sannyasis) and Bhagabanta 

Narayan, the elder brother of the then Nazir Deo, made desperate 

attempts and captured the king and the Queen Regent.^i under the 

circumstances active attempts of interference in the internal affairs 

of Cooch Behar by the English East India Company became a 

reality. The Company freed the king and taking account of this 

disturbed State of affairs in the Cooch Behar State, the Governor 

General appointed a commission with Lawrence Marcer and John 

Louis Chauvet ^2. 

On the basis of the recommendation of the Commission 

Henry Douglas was, appointed as the Resident Commissioner of 

Cooch Behar to restore peace and tranquility in this troubled area 

2=*. Thus for the first time attempts were being made by the East 

India Company to interfere directly into the affairs of the State 

administration. The administrative officers, designated either as 

Resident or Political Agent were instructed to assist the Rulers in 

solving -the problems of the State and at the same time they were 

entrusted with the duty to promote the Company's interests in this 

ftincely State. As a result the privileges enjoyed by the Raja were 
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curtailed and in the near future led to the confrontation with the 

Raja of Cooch Behar. 

The appointment of the Commissioner a direct representative 

of the East India Company for Cooch Behar State Administration, 

opened a new vista for the Company to institute the British system 

of administration in every field of State life. The situation affected 

the indigenous Rulers of Cooch Behar. Consequently discontent 

and dicJiotomy between the Company's Commissioners and the 

native Rulers on issues of policy decision had been at the fore. 

i ^ m the above discussion we can say that at the time of 

Wellesley's administration and upto the maturity of Raja Harendra 

Narayan the Company's authority had been greatly increased in the 

State of Cooch Behar. After attaining the maturity Harendra 

Narayan tried to exercise his sovereign powers which led a 

confrontation with the Raja and the Company. As a result the 

com^^my did not follow the policy of 'Subordinate Isolation'. Thus 

the policy of Ringfence persuade primarily in establishing 

relationship with the Indian States had been ob^ rved in breach 

especially when applied to Cooch Behar. One may observe that 

instead of pressing Ringfence policy in its relationship with Cooch 

Behar the East India Company forthrightly followed the strategy of 

subsidiaty alliance in her relationship with Cooch Behar. However, 

such a kind of strategy deviating from original policy of Ringfence 
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could not fully effective because of the growing dissensions of 

Maharaja Harendra Narayan. 

As a matter of fact the policy of Ringfence p&rsued by the 

Company had been undertaken with the primary objective of 

ensurance of British interests with in the periphery of friendly 

n e i ^ b o r s who were to act as the first line of defence in the event of 

enemy attack. This was essentially a defensive measure and it 

assumed the rest of India to be foreign territory. 

A careful observation from the above depiction would reveal 

that during the phase some protected States had come into being 

and Cooch Behar is one of those States. In fact, the policy which 

Olive initiated and Hastings followed towards these States may be 

said to have laid the foundations of the subsidiary system which 

was adequately developed at the hands of Wellesley. 
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