
SPILQGUiS 

E s s e n t i a l l y a P r i n c e l y S t a t e , d o m i n a t e d b y t h e B r i t i s h 

a d m i n i s t r a t i o n , Cooch Beha r h a d e x p e r i e n c e d t h e l e g a c y of t h e 

i m p e r i a l p r o t o t y p e of a d m i n i s t r a t i o n . N o t w i t h s t a n d i n g t h e 

e f f o r t made by t h e i m p e r i a l r u l e r s t o b r i n g a b o u t t h e f r u i t s of 

m o d e r n i t y , t h e i m p e r i a l i s t power h a d an a c t i v e h a n d i n s y p h o n i n g 

o f f t h e r e s o u r c e s of t h e p r i n c e l y s t a t e s and i n o r d e r t o f u l f i l l 

t h e i r m i s s i o n , t h e i m p e r i a l i s t power w a n t e d t o i n t r o d u c e c e r t a i n 

m e c h a n i c s of m o d e r n i z a t i o n . T h u s , a t t h e v e r y o u t s e t , i t i s t o 

b e k e p t i n t o t h e c o n s i d e r a t i o n t h a t t h e B r i t i s h Government h a d . 

t h e i r own f a s h i o n of d e v e l o p m e n t w h i l e a d m i n i s t e r i n g t h e e n t i r e 

I n d i a a s w e l l a s t h e p r i n c e l y s t a t e s . 

The mos t i m p o r t a n t c o n t r i b u t i o n which had i t s f a r r e a c h i n g 

e f f e c t on t h e s o c i e t y a s w e l l a s on t h e whole s y s t e m of a d m i n i 

s t r a t i o n was t h e i n d u c t i o n of t h e s y s t e m of m o d e m e d u c a t i o n 

wh ich was o b v i o u s l y t h r o u g h E n g l i s h . The s e c o n d e p o c h - m a k i n g 

c o n t r i b u t i o n of t h e B r i t i s h t o t h e t h e n e x i s t i n g I n d i a n s o c i e t y 

and more s p e c i f i c a l l y t o t h e p r i n c e l y s t a t e s was t h e e f f o r t i n 
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launching a modernized system of adminis t ra t ion . In t h e i r zeal 

t o make t h e i r object ives implemented, the B r i t i s h Government 

through the help of the loyal kings of the pr ince ly s t a t e s 

wanted t o rejuvenate the age old motheaten soc ia l i n s t i t u t i o n s 

by br inging about changes in a l l the spheres of the body po l i t y 

such as Economic, Educational , Soc io-cu l tura l and P o l i t i c a l 

l i f e . 

On a super f i c i a l v i s ion the above-mentioned depict ion 

would c rea te an impression tha t the B r i t i s h imperial power 

ac ted as an ac t ive agent of modernization and development which 

simply channelised through the p r ince ly s t a t e s and Cooch Behar 

may not be an except ion. However, a f t e r we delve deep i n to the 

ana lyses , the fac t which comes out, would prove t h a t the 

Paramount Power in India was much more i n t e r e s t e d in extending, 

enr ich ing and keeping t h e i r hegemony over the small and t i n y 

s t a t e s of India. While t h i s would s a t i s f y t h e i r objec t ives , the 

f u l l development of the p r ince ly s t a t e s and t h e i r modernization 

through the imper i a l i s t power would be , in the long run con t ra 

d i c t o r y . 

In fact the Paramount Power used t o uphold the i n t e r e s t of 

the royal family and maintained r egu la r connections with the 

S t a t e s under t h e i r domination. But, the people, for whom the 

develop«nent and modernization were designed, had been simply 

neg lec t ed . The concept of popular p a r t i c i p a t i o n , development 
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from below and modernization for the lower stratum of the soc ie ty 

were negated. The Br i t i sh type of adminis t ra t icn under c e n t r a 

l i zed control had been followed by the pr ince ly s t a t e s of India . 

In t h e i r e f fo r t in modernizing and developing Cooch Behar, 

the kings under the d i rec t influence of the B r i t i s h Government 

had made ce r t a in attempts in reforming the economy and soc ie ty 

as a whole. While implementing the development programmes they 

in fac t r e s ted upon mostly on the royal bloods and se lec ted middle 

c l a s s i n t e l l i g e n t s i a . The popul i s t s t y l e of development had been 

simply an over imposition which has been made c l e a r in the 

depic t ion of the preceding chapter of the study. 

Actually, as a Paramount c a p i t a l i s t Power the B r i t i s h 

developed and fos tered a c a p i t a l i s t path of development . In 

i t s progress , c a p i t a l i s t economy does have both spontaneous and 

c o n t r o l l e d f a c t o r s . A c a p i t a l i s t econcwy as was prevalent in 

the p r ince ly s t a t e s of India, exerc ised the f u l l e s t control over 

t he con t ro l l ed fac to rs of c a p i t a l i s t path of development. The 

fac t t h a t the kings of Cooch Behar through ages had t h e i r f u l l e s t 

con t ro l over the management and adminis t ra t ion of the s t a t e 

system a l s o corroborates our po in t . During the re ign of Nripen-

dra Narayan the whole p o l i t i c a l economy of Cooch Behar was under 

the complete command of the r u l e r . I t i s t o be pointed out t h a t 

c a p i t a l i s t economy has got i t s i n - b u i l t weaknesses which may be 

exemplif ied through the spontaneous forces of the c a p i t a l i s t 
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economy upon which the power holders do not have control and 

command. In fac t , spontaneous forces of the c a p i t a l i s t path of 

development engenders the weaknesses of the r u l e r s . I t inv i tes 

resentment, lessens the popular a l legiance t o the king. 

In fact the Cooch Behar Sta te did not face such type of 

resentment from below although as i t has been s t a t e d in the 

previous chapter popular sentiments sometimes cropped up h i t h e r 

and t h i t h e r as in the attempt t o e s t a b l i s h the soc ia l r i gh t s of 
2 

'^^^ ^ i b a n s h i s under the leadership of Thakur Panchanan . 

However in the upper stratum of the Cooch Behar soc ie ty , espe

c i a l l y among the members of the royal fami l ies , hatired, compe

t i t i o n and non-allegiance which have been referxred in the chapter 

I I & I I I of the study were rampant. 

I t i s t o be noted tha t the spontaneous fac to r of the 

c a p i t a l i s t path of develojxnent did not supersede the ccaitrolled 

f ac to r s of the c a p i t a l i s t economy of Cooch Behar. This i s 

poss ib ly because even capi ta l i sm or the c a p i t a l i s t path of deve

lopment did not reach i t s boom in Cooch Behar. 

Thus, an agrar ian economy t r ansp lan ted i n t o c a p i t a l i s t 

economy under the d i r e c t pu l l and pressure of the B r i t i s h c a p i 

t a l i s t power did not proceed fu r the r , although the marks of 

c a p i t a l i s m as well as the t y p i c a l Indian path of development had 

been a t i t s fore in Cooch Behar even during the re ign of English 

-educated king Nripendra Narayan. Prof, Hajanl Kothari , while 
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depic t ing the approaches t o modernization of the nineteenth 

century India, has come t o the conclusion tha t although the 

c a p i t a l i s t pressure had been tremendous, the Indian pr incess 

followed a c l a s s i ca l Indian path of development with a mixture 

of B r i t i s h c a p i t a l i s t economy. Thus he emphasises t h a t "the 

Indian response t o modem s t imul i cons i s ted Of a s se r t i ng the 

Indianness of India, reformulating t h i s Indianness, and giving 
3 

i t a modern character" . 

The whole pa r t of the n ine teenth century India was highly 

confronted with the two bas ic ideas - t r a d i t i o n and modernity. 

The t radi t ion-moderni ty dichotomy had been an e s s e n t i a l fea ture 

of Gooch Behar Kingdom soon a f t e r her l inkage with the Company's 

government and l a t e r with the Royal government in the 50s of the 

n ine teenth century. The dichotomy was b a s i c a l l y expressed in 

two cont rad ic tory questions - whether t o keep the indigenous 

p o l i c i e s and act ions being c a r r i e d out by the ru l e r s of Cooch 

Behar through 'ages or whether t o accept or take the highly 

cher ished Br i t i sh idea ls of modernity t o br ing about soc io 

-economic changes ? The t r ad i t ion -modern i ty dichotomy had 

reached i t s highest stage soon a f t e r the coming i n to the power 

of Raja Harendra Narayan. The impact analyses of t h i s dichotomy 

has a l ready been made in the Chapter I I . The dichotomy in i t s 

process had t i l t e d the balance in favour of modernity. In s p i t e 

of the re luctance of Raja Harendra Narayan, the process of 

modernity, had over come in the race because of the p o l i t i c a l 
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si ib-ordination of the king t o the Company's government and the 

gradual acceptance of the B r i t i s h s t y l e of renovations by the 

r u l e r s following Harendra Narayan. 

Although the road t o modernity from t r a d i t i o n had t o cover 

a per iod of t r a n s i t i o n , for Gooch Behar t h i s t r a n s i t i o n a l process 

has been the s to ry of complete sub-ordinat ion and the ac t ive 

i n i t i a t i o n of the imper ia l i s t power in grooming the members of 

the royal family, e spec i a l ly , of the future r u l e r of Gooch Behar 

kingdom. Thus, the process of modernity i n i t i a t e d and acce l e r a 

t ed both by the B r i t i s h ru l e r s and the educated, according t o 

the English s t y l e , king Nripendra Narayan had been something of 

an imposition from the above. I t i s evident t h a t the people of 

Gooch Behar kingdom did not have educatic« and even they weire not 

aware of the f r u i t s of modernity which sought t o br ing about 

changes in the socio-economic and p o l i t i c a l l i f e . In f ac t , no 

reference has been found t o e s t a b l i s h the fact of the resentment 

while process of modernizaticai e s p e c i a l l y under the leadersl i ip 

of Maharaja Nripendra Narayan had s t a r t e d i t s course . The 

absence of resentment may be j u s t i f i e d on two v a l i d grounds. 

F i r s t l y , the people of Gooch Behar as a whole were in a s t a t e of 

ignorance and l i t t l e aware about what was good for them. 

Secondly, the a l l eg iance of the people t o the king of Gooch 

Behar was t o t a l and they could never th ink of r e s i s t i n g the royal 

family because of i t s t o t a l a u t h o r i t y . 
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In sp i t e of the complete d i rec t , conwnand e s t ab l i shed by the 

B r i t i s h government over Cooch Behar kingdom, the B r i t i s h or ien

t a t i o n t o the modernization could not completely be in jec ted in 

the Cooch Behar soc ie ty because of c e r t a in e s s e n t i a l indigencxis 

fea tures e spec ia l ly in the land-man r e l a t i o n s h i p , the nature of 

land ownership and typ ica l indigenous type of adminis t ra t ion . 

Even the most modern ru l e r fjlripendra Narayan could not br ing 

changes in the d i f ferent type of land holding and ownership and 

in the local and Sub-divisional system of admin i s t r a t ion . In 

fac t t he pr ince ly s t a t e s did experience the same th ing while 

in tending t o br ing about the socio-economic changes. The North 

Eastern s t a t e s , l i k e Cooch Behar kingdom, did keep the indigenous 

land holding, tenure , j ud i c i a l and soc ia l system of adminis t ra

t i o n while br inging about changes in the socio-economic and 
4 

p o l i t i c a l spheres of t h e i r respec t ive body p o l i t y . Thus, in 

cons is tency with the wri t ings of Rajani Kothari , i t could be 

e s t a b l i s h e d t h a t the Cooch Behar kingdom l i k e most of the 

p r ince ly s t a t e s of North fiastexn India had been in s t a t e of 

" t rad i t ion-modern i ty continum" . 

The face ts of modernization as depicted in the Chapter VI 

cor robora te the fac t t h a t the re ign of Maharaja Nripendra 

Narayan produced l a s t i n g changes in the socio-economic and 

p o l i t i c a l a f f a i r s of the S t a t e . His personal endeavour and h i s 

a s s o c i a t i o n s , pa t ronized by co lon ia l inf luence , prepared the 

ground for achieving h is desired goal-a modern Cooch Behar. 
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At the time of his accession the di f ferent f i e ld s of the 

s t a t e l i f e were a t a take-off stage as discussed before hand. 

But the per iod from 1353 the process of development was very 

r ap id . At the fag end of h is reign i t became evident t h a t the 

t r a d i t i o n a l soc ie ty had undergone a complete t ransformat ion. 

Not only the manners, even the outlook of the people had changed. 

The measures against the t r a d i t i o n a l vices were e f f e c t i v e l y 

implemented during h is re ign . 

The outlook of the people had been changed with the changing 

circumstances and according t o the need of the t ime. The develop

ment of communication and education r e su l t ed in the mobi l i ty and 

soc i a l i n t e r ac t i on opened the mind of the people and changed the 

t r a d i t i o n a l form of soc ie ty . The emergence of middle c l a s s out 

of the development of t rade and commerce c rea ted a new c la s s in 

the s o c i e t y who came up as the dominant group of the s t a t e 

admin i s t r a t i on . But i t does not mean t h a t the t r a d i t i o n a l 

system completely broke down. The land lords or 1otdars were 

not completely dislodged. Their importance in the soc ie ty and 

admin is t ra t ion was recognized by the r u l e r . 

The homogeneity of cas te between the subjec ts and the r u l e r 

afforded g rea t e r benef i t t o the r u l e r in adminis ter ing and in 
7 

c o l l e c t i n g of revenue . The sense of belongings within the 

same c a s t e category not only provided benef i t both t o the r u l e r 

and the subjec ts but a l so safeguarded the i n t e r e s t of each o ther . 
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The t r a d i t i o n a l system thus continued in the r u r a l soc ie ty and 

the Iqtedars remained at the vorliex of the soc ia l s t r u c t u r e . 

The mutual harmony among d i f fe ren t cas te groups reduced 

soc i a l unrest which was very common t o the other p r ince ly s t a t e s 

in India . For example, Travancore a progressive p r ince ly s t a t e 

witnessed the c r i s i s a r i s ing out of casteism , Besides cas te 

harmony, the exis tence of over whelming majori ty of the Rajbanshi 

cas te prevented any soc ia l tens ion which was in the offing in 

Travancore. 

While analysing the con t r ibu t ion of Brahmo r e l i g i o n and of 

Maharaja Nripendra Narayan, i t would be d i f f i c u l t t o draw a l i n e 

of demarcation between the two. The Maharaja was so i n t e r 

connected and influenced by the Brahmo r e l i g i o n t h a t h is 

" r e l i g i o n " became the "Religion" of the S ta te of Gooch Behar of 

which reference has been made in Chapter V. However, not 

withstanding the development and forces of modernization opera t 

ing under the d i r ec t i n s t i g a t i o n of the Brahmo r e l i g i o n l ed by 

Maharaja Nripendra Narayan, the r e l i g i o n did not pene t ra te deep 

i n t o the l i f e and the minds of t h e general people . Thus, the 

changes which occurred were being d i r ec t ed by the d i f f e ren t 

s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l e l i t e s s i t u a t e d a t the top l eve l of Cooch Behar 

body p o l i t y . I n t e r e s t i ng ly enough, while the S ta te of Cooch 

Behar having Brahmoism as the s t a t e r e l i g i o n , could not make i t 

t he r e l i g i o n of the people of Cooch Behar, in the other 
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contemporary pr ince ly s t a t e s t h i s religicxi could not take i t s 
g 

lead a t a l l (for example, the Tripura S ta te ) . 

Thus, the Brahmo religicwi in r e l a t i o n t o Cooch Behar 

kingdom under Nripendra Narayan has had both i t s v i r t u e s and 

v i c e s . To speak of the vices : (A) the r e l i g ion was an over 

imposi t ion; (B) the changes brought by t h i s r e l i g i o n t o the body 

p o l i t y of Cooch Behar were d i rec ted from the above. To deal 

with the v i r tues one should pay a t t e n t i o n t o the fac t s t h a t : 

(1) the feature of the Brahmo r e l i g i o n had i t s d i r e c t impact in 

shaping the neut ra l and impart ia l r e l i g ious value judgements of 

the Maharaja Nripendra Narayan and ( i i ) the t r a d i t i o n a l values 

shared by the majori ty Hindus of Cooch Behar Sta te were kept 

untouched which can be corrctoorated by the fact t h a t even remain

ing a t the helm of the a f f a i r , the Brahmoised Maharaja Nripendra 

Narayan dl<3 not show any e f fo r t t o Brahmoise h is Hindu s u b j e c t s . 

Regarding land revenue set t lement;" Maharaja Nripendra 

Narayan had played a c ruc ia l c a t a l y t i c ro le of p r o t e c t i n g and 

safeguarding the r igh t s of the peasan t s . This has been e l abo ra 

t e d in Chapter VI, Section I I I . As a r e s u l t , the reforms on 

land revenue ac t iva t ed by Maharaja Nripendra Narayan reduced 

socio-economic t e n s i o n s . While comparing the contemporary 

p r i n c e l y s t a t e s with the S ta te of Cooch Behar under Maharaja 

Nripendra Narayan spec ia l ly in respec t of land revenue s e t t l e 

ment i t may be subs t an t i a t ed t h a t the S ta te of Cooch Behar had 
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been in good heal th in t h i s connection, while along with the 

o ther pr ince ly s t a t e Baroda had t o experience se r ious problems 

emerging out of land revenue question 

I t would be an over s impl i f ica t ion if we come t o the 

propos i t ion t h a t the economy of Gooch Behar under the reign of 

Maharaja Nripendra Narayan had been experiencing tremendous 

changes both q u a l i t a t i v e and quan t i t a t i ve in n a t u r e . I t would 

be pragmatic t o have the view t h a t although new fac tors and 

forces were generated t o boost up as well as t o b r ing momentum 

in the economy, there was infact no such e f f o r t t o change the 

ba s i c s t ruc tu re of the economy. Not only the e f f o r t but a l so 

the i n c a p a b i l i t i e s of a nat ive king under the d i r e c t domination 

of the B r i t i s h ru l e r may be a point t o be borne in mind. The 

changes which occurored came simply through the process of 

h i s t o r i c a l development. Without denying or l i m i t i n g the 

c a p a b i l i t y and the wisdom of the king, i t may be pointed out 

t h a t in h i s pious e f for t in br inging changes and development 

t o the economy of Cooch Behar, Maharaja Nripendra Narayan had 

t r i e d h i s best (although without involving people) t o develop 

the economy of the S t a t e . I t should be taken for granted t h a t 

the development and establ ishment of Railways and the cons t ruc 

t i o n and reconstruct ion of the roads under the re ign of 

Nripendra Narayan had acce le ra ted the development p o t e n t i a l i t y 

of the economy of Cooch Behar. Needless t o mention t h a t t rade 
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and commerce developed and a move toward urbanizat ion was a l so 

v i s i b l e during h i s reign (de t a i l s have been made in the p rece

ding chap te r ) , 

Some features of the changed economic system, thus , cone 

out as a consequence. F i r s t l y , the agrar ian economy had 

received a good amount of j o l t a t the new schemes launchied by 

the modeim, educated Maharaja Nripendra Narayan under the 

d i r ec t sponsorship of the B r i t i s h r u l e r of Indian Empire. 

Secondly, the agrar ian soc ie ty a f t e r being adapted t o the changes 

being brought about by the Maharaja, had become a soc ie ty with 

new fac tors and fo rces . Thirdly, these new fac to r s and forces 

had produced in ce r t a in new c l a s se s such as the middle c l a s s 

and the upper c l a s s i n t e l l i g e n t s i a . Convincingly enough no 

reference iof c l a s s cont rad ic t ion has been observed by the 

r e sea rche r . I t might be because of the absence of a r t i c u l a t i o n 

of c l a s s i n t e r e s t owing t o fhs lack of awareness and the nature 

of gap between the c lasses did not reach i t s maximum ex t en t . 

In our study reference has a l ready been made regarding 

educat ion and i t s spread under Nripendra Narayan, I t may be 

presumed t h a t Nripendra Narayan could understand the necess i ty 

of education among the masses. The es tabl ishment of schools 
s 

both primary and secondary as well as the i n s t i t u t i o n of higher 

l ea rn ing such as the Victor ia c o l l e g e , under the able guidance 

of the educated Maharaja, made Cooch Behar a p ivo t a l point of 



254 

education in the North Sastern s t a t e s of India , The role of 

Maharaja Nripendra Narayan in spreading education may be viewed 

from two angles; f i r s t l y , the English educated modern r u l e r 

Nripendra Narayan followed the B r i t i s h pol icy of spreading 

education in India and thus higher education was simply concen

t r a t e d t o the cap i t a l which gave b i r t h t o an educated ru l ing 

e l i t e c l a s s . Secondly, Maharaja's e f fo r t s in spreading educa

t i o n speak of his superior s ta tesmanship. The establ ishment of 

primary and secondary schools a t the remotest corner and the 

opening of the p r in t ing press corr(±»orate t h i s presiomption. In 

fac t Nripendra Narayan under the ac t ive influence of Maharani 

Sunity Devi a l so t r i e d t o spread female educat ion, though his_ 

success in t h i s f i e l d was l im i t ed . Thus, from the above pictuire 

i t i s c l e a r t h a t Maharaja Nripendra Narayan t r i e d t o spread 

educat ion taking i t as the most v i t a l vehic le of modernization, 

and soc i a l awareness. 

The t r a d i t i o n a l Jud ic ia l and Administrative system of 

Cooch Behar had been reshaped and recons t ruc ted . The changes 

were brought i n to being down from the below t o the top l eve l s 

of j u d i c i a l and adminis t ra t ive systems of which mention has been 

made in the preceding chapter . One pe r t i nen t po in t which may be 

poin ted out i s t h a t although under the modern r u l e r Nripendra 

Narayan, e f fo r t s were made t o b r ing about changes in the admini

s t r a t i v e and the j u d i c i a l system according t o B r i t i s h l i n e of 

thought , the p o l i c i e s regarding changes had t o adhere t o the 
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preva len t t r a d i t i o n a l bureaucra t ic and j ud i c i a l s t r u c t u r e s . 

Thus the elements of modernism which were brought i n to being 

c a r r i e d both the t r a d i t i o n a l values and modern elements. 

The populis t s t y l e of administer ing both the jud ic i a ry and 

the adminis t ra t ion did not get much a t t en t ion during the regime 

of Nripendra Narayan. Although the l e g i s l a t i v e council and the 

s t a t e council were es tab l i shed during his period, they lacked 

popular pa r t i c i pa to ry cha rac te r . In s p i t e of t h i s flaw the seed 

of democratic v i r t ue s and values sowed by Nripendra Narayan had 

t h e i r f a r reaching e f f e c t . The l a t e r ru l e r s of Cooch Behar, 

following Nripendra Narayan, had t r i e d t o s e t up popular 

p a r t i c i p a t o r y bureaucra t ic and adminis t ra t ive machinery remain

ing On the ed i f ice const ructed by Maharaja Nripendra Narayan 

The modernizer of Cooch Behar, Maharaja Nripendra Narayan, 

d id not confine himself t o the u p l i f t of h is own kingdom but 

he has associa ted with a large number of c u l t u r a l assoc ia t ions 
12 both, in India and in i^ngland . The contemporary news paper, 

The Times, mentions t ha t "he did much t o br ing Europeans and 

Indians toge ther and t o advance the soc ia l l i f e of Calcut ta , 

Dar jee l ing , Simla and other Indian cen t r e s " . 

Cu l tu ra l ly h is i n t e r ac t i on with the Indian mainstream 

enhanced h i s enl ightened a t t i t u d e and r a t i o n a l v i s i o n . But 

Nripendra Narayan re f ra ined from being assoc ia ted with any 

n a t i o n a l i s t i c movement in B r i t i s h India , He, on the cont rary , 



256 

expressed his d i s - s a t i s f a c t i o n about the a c t i v i t i e s of the grow

ing i n t e l l e c t u a l middle class-dominated n a t i o n a l i s t i c movement 
14 in India . Moreover, we have no reference of any influence of 

the n a t i o n a l i s t awakening of India on t h i s S t a t e . The f i r s t 

s igns of Indian n a t i o n a l i s t movement in Cooch Behar can only be 

found in the 192 0s during the ru le of Maharaja J i t e n d r a Narayan 

16 Nripendra Narayan died in 1911 a t Bex h i l l on Sea in 

England, but during his l i f e time he t r i e d t o b r ing about 

remarkable changes in a l l the spheres of the S ta te l i f e . The 

Cooch Behar State turned in to a b e t t e r - r u n Sta te with the com

bined e f f o r t s of the Br i t i sh , the Brahmos, and the Maharaja 

himself . The S t a t e , thus , emerged as one of the most progressive 

and model s t a t e s among the pr ince ly s t a t e s of India and Nripendra 

Narayan himself appeared as the most accomplished and popular 
17 pr ince in India , 
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