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CHAPTER-I 

INTRODUCTION 

"Every real advantage to the people which can be expected from our rule 

can be secured through a native ruler, with the aid of an English political Agent of 

average ability, more surely, easily, and cheaply than by any form of direct 

administration with which I am acquainted"_ 

Lord Canning 

Governor General (1856-1862) 

The above was the statement by Lord Canning, Governor General in terms 

of giving 'real advantage to the people' which could be offered by the British 

Government and secured 'through a native ruler'. 1 

Many historical empires from Pharaonic Egypt onward have employed 

indirect rule to extend their influence over disparate peoples with a minimum 

expenditure in material and human resources. When the British established a vast 

empire in Asia and Africa, they faced the basic problem because they dominated 

over the existing political authorities.2 In most parts of their dominions, they had 

adopted a system of utilizing the pre-existing political authority, indigenous rulers 

or traditional chiefs, to carry out most of the processes of local government. This 

was the situation where an imperial power did not supersede the pre-existing 
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political authority, but established its dominance over it, where traditional rulers 

were allowed to exercise as before in the local governance. This system is called 

"Indirect Rule", which stood for a Government through the pre-existing political 

authority. This was a well established system of British colonial administration 

and was followed in Africa, Malaya States and else where.3 

The British system of indirect rule was the exercise of determinative 

influence and exclusive political control over a nominally sovereign State, a 

control recognized by both sides.4 Under it, the administration of native State 

continued to exist under the aegis of the imperial power. But the traditional rulers, 

who continued to rule under the domination of the imperial power, had lost their 

independence and were subject to supervision and owed allegiance to the imperial 

authority. Under such conditions the district Officers and Residents became the 

guardians of their power and authority. Not surprisingly, these local authorities 

came to be identified with the interests of the British. Infact, the British system of 

indirect rule was motivated by the basic principles of governing a large territory 

with minimum expenditure.5 

"Indirect Rule" as an exact term, was not current before the twentieth 

century, even in India where the practice developed. There, the officials used a 

variety of labels including "Paramountcy" or "Suzerainty" or "Native 

Administration" over princely State", or "Protected Native States" and so on. 

Much more consistently, however, other imperial administration, following British 

Indian pattern, commonly used the title "Resident" or Commissioner" to designate 
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their agent of indirect rule. This continuity suggested that the pattern of indirect 

rule developed by the British in India served as the model in the later colonial 

governments. 6 According to Lord Frederick Luggard, father of indirect rule in 

Nigeria, regretfully conceded in 1922, a reversion to more extensive use of 

indirect rule was no longer possible in the twentieth century - "It is, of course, 

now too late to adopt to any large extent the alternative of gradually transforming 

the greater part of British India into native States governed by their own hereditary 

dynasties ..... and extending to them the principles which have so successfully 

guided our relations with the native states in Indian itself, and in Malaya in the 

past".7 

The present research work precisely intends to investigate the British 

interference in the field of politics, economy and administration of Coach Behar 

State from 1773 to 1947. Basically there were two ways to extend British rule: 

either by conquest and annexation or through inducing the voluntary consent of 

the Indian people. In the case of princely state of Coach Behar, British followed 

the second strategy and course of action. At that time, the British controlled over 

the state indirectly by inducing their policy and they interfered not only every 

branches of administration but also controlled the economy and political affairs of 

the State. Under this stage, Coach Behar State was dependent on British 

Government. It is important to note that Viswa Singha, the founder king of the 

Kamata Koch Kingdom who for the first time assumed the title of Kamateswara 

and Koch State was also known as Kamata-Behar, especially to the Assamese 
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historical chroniclers. The foundation of the Cooch Behar State under Viswa 

Singha, in the opinion of Khan Amanatulla Ahmed, took place in 1496.
8 

But 

according to Jaynath Munshi, Viswa Singha is said to have succeeded in 1522.
9 

After him, Nara Narayan, his son ascended the throne in the year 1555 A.D.10 The 

Kamata-Koch Kingdom reached its zenith under king Nara Narayan who had the 

credit of incorporating Assam, Bhutan and the whole of North Bengal down to the 

Ganges up to Gaur. His kingdom was extended as far as Cacher, Syllet and 

Manipur in the North East and to the coastal plains of the Bay of Bengal in the 

south East.11 After the death of Nara Narayan, the Koch Behar State lost its pre

eminence and gradually declined under the rule of its successive kings. The state 

became a target of intermittent Mughal attacks during the reigns of Lakshmi 

Narayan, Pran Narayan, Mohindra Narayan and Rup Narayan respectively. Koch 

Behar State gradually tried to establish the relation with Dev Raja of Bhutan. In 

this situation, force of Bhutanese and Koch armies jointly stood against the 

Mughals and fought unto the last to push on the Mughal armies on the land of the 

Koches. The Koch-Bhutanese relations thus opened a new chapter in the history of 

Cooch Behar. But gradually the Koch-Bhutanese relation did not exist for a long 

time. Because the Bhutanese army attacked the Cooch Behar State and captured it 

entirely and there was no single ray of hope in salvaging the seized State in this 

position. Under these circumstances, there was no way to protect the State without 

the help of British East India Company. So, Cooch Behar State approached the 

East India Company for its help to drive out the Bhutanese forces. The Koch 
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Behar was the only Native State of undivided Bengal. Geographically, it was a 

part of greater Bengal and occupied a place in the North East corner of the 

province. The present district of Cooch Behar was bounded on the north by the 

district of Jalpaiguri; on the east by Goalpara; on the south by Rangpur; and on the 

west by Rangpur and Jalpiguri. The State lays between 25° 57'40" and 26° 32'20" 

north latitude and between 88° 47'40" and 89° 54' 35' east longitude.12 Before 

1773, the Cooch Behar State had maintained their native character properly and 

consequently it could develop as an independent character of administration and 

socio-economic and political system. During the last quarter of the eighteenth 

century and following a few decades of nineteenth century, the East India 

Company did not follow any specific policy towards the princely States, although 

there was growing trend towards their liquidation. During this period, the rulers of 

Cooch Behar had the credit to introduce not only a systematic administration and 

polity of their own but also could pursue an independent economic policy for the 

interest of the State and people. There was also a monetary system of their own 

and it is likely that they could develop a favourable situation. This can be seen in 

their policies and steps with regard to agriculture, trade and various forms of 

commercial activities. The development of minting system and independent 

monetary policy justified the concrete policy of economic development. At this 

stage (roughly second half of 191
h century), a general tendency was to infuse new 

administrative principles in Cooch Behar and it was largely facilitated due to the 

advantage of the minority administration under the Regency.13 Incidentally, the 
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policy at this point of time, the East India Company followed a policy, which was 

in compliance with the general attitude towards the state of India which may be 

taken a policy of dependence on the colonial power.14 

By extending military help to Cooch Behar against Bhutan, Warren 

Hastings concluded a treaty with Cooch Behar on 51
h April, 1773. It was a very 

important landmark that after the treaty Koch kingdom became the Cooch Behar 

State in the year 1773. The Anglo-Cooch Behar treaty did not specifically mention 

the area of British interference in the State. The political instability and internal 

strife's within the State of Cooch Behar enquired its occasional interference. This 

interference, gradually and very systematically began to exert upon the State, 

which reached its climax during the rule of Maharaja Harendra Narayan (1783-

1838).15 In 1802 Lord Wellesley mentioned, "That the terms of the 3rd Article of 

the Treaty concluded between this Government and the Rajah in the year 1773 

would warrant the conclusion, that it was the intention of the contracting parties 

that the country of Cooch Behar should be ceded in complete sovereignty to the 

honorable company. It is however, noteworthy to appear that the East India 

Company did never implement this condition in any circumstances" .16 

From 1858 to 1947, the British developed an indirect rule, which helped to 

maintain hegemony in India without any risk of annexation and with the least 

possible expenditure of personnel and economic resources. Key elements included 

a hierarchy with the British at the apex and the Princes as vassals, a system of 

honors, most notably the order of the star of India, and the salute table, which 
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established one's rank in the hierarchy. Although the British frequently argued that· 

such honors had particular appealed to Indians, they themselves devoted much 

attention to their own position in these ranking systems, which affirmed their 

superior status in India. Although they took up the course of annexation, the 

British continued to intervene in the internal politics of the princely states for 

Political or Economic gain, the gradual involvement of the British as an advisory 

body to look after the details of administration. The education of Prince Heir 

according to British models was a more subtle means of influencing the future. 

Official support for intervention varied and reflected evolving British Priorities 

and the complex interactions within the imperial chain of command.17 

There was no cohesion or real sub deterioration in any part of the 

administration from . top to bottom. In this respect, H. Beveridge (Deputy 

Commissioner of Cooch Behar-1864) observed-"The administration of Cooch 

Behar has not for many years been that of a purely native state, for ever since the 

treaty with the British Government it has been powerfully acted upon by European 

ideas. Its proximity too to Rangpur and the fact of all the Amlah being natives of 

Bengal proper assimilated may of its institution to those of British India" .18 

Michael Fisher, the author of Indirect Rule in India studied the British 

Residency system and he has defined indirect rule in India as the exercise of 

determinative and exclusive political control by one corporate body over a 

nominally sovereign state, a control recognized by both sides. As the British's 

realized their new opportunities and needs, they began to transform their network 
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of commercial representatives into a system of political Agents. From the middle 

of the 191
h Century, the Residency system became one of the Central Pillar of the 

British Empire in lndia.19 The political Agents were, of course, nothing new in the 

British Indian Administration. The British Residents or political Agents were 

appointed to act as the "Eyes and Ears" of the Government. The case of Cooch 

Behar is not an exception. Right from the appointment of Henry Douglas as 

British Resident in 1789, down to the abolition of this post, there were series of 

administrative changes and the experiments on Cooch Behar were done by East 

India Company and the British government being the monitors of the whole 

situation· 20 

But gradually, they got involved in the administrative affairs and in the 

long run situation was created whereby, the king of Cooch Behar was made puppet 

in the hands of the British, considering the above situation of Cooch Behar, the 

proposed dissertation is a humble attempt to explore how an indirect rule was 

established in Cooch Behar and the State was gradually passing over to the control 

at first by the Company Government and after words by British Government. The 

British Government at this juncture appeared not only as policy maker, but also a 

de facto ruler. On the whole, the proposed dissertation will thus be an attempt to 

present such a historical development whereby the princely State of Cooch Behar 

was gradually succumbed to the grip of the British. 

8 



NOTES AND REFERENCES 

1. Michael H. Fisher, Indirect Rule in India: Residents and 

the Residency System 1764-1858, New Delhi, 1991, p.70. 

2. D. A. Low, Lion Rampant, London, 1973, pp.1 0-11. 

3. J. Zorema, Indirect Rule in Mizoram 1890-1954, New 

Delhi, 2007, p.l. 

4. Michael H. Fisher, op.cit., p.5. 

5. Ibid, pp.1-2. 

6. Ibid, pp.4-5. 

7. Quoted in Frederick D. Luggard, The Dual Mandate in 

British Tropical Africa, Edinburgh, 1926, p.196. 

8. Khan Chaudhury Amanatulla Ahmed, A History of Coach 

Behar (Bengali version), 1936, p.402. 

9. Jaynath Munshi, Rajupakhyan (in Bengali), (ed). Biswa 

Nath Das, Calcutta, 1985, p.15. 

10. E. A. Gait in his 'Koch Kings of Kamarupa" fixes 1534 A.D. as the year of 

Nara Narayan's accession to the throne. He does not accept 1555 AD as the 

true date, although this is supported by the Cooch Behar chronicles is urged by 

him that the last mentioned date ( 1555 AD) may be at the rejected on the 

testimony of a silver coin was found some years ago at the Garo Hills and 

9 



published in the JASB for 1875, p.306. 

11. H. N. Chaudhury, The Coach Behar State and its Land 

Revenue Settlement,Cooch Behar State press, 1903, p.230. 

12. Imperial Gazetteer of India, Vol.-X, p.379. 

13. Coach Behar Select Records, Vol.-1, p.132. 

14. Michael H. Fisher (ed), The Politics of the British 

Annexation of India, 1757-1857, oxford, 2005, p.12. 

15. S. C. Ghosal, The History of Coach Behar, Cooch Behar, 

1942, p.342. 

16. Ibid, p.346. 

17. Barbara N. Ramusack, The India Princes and their States, 

Cambridge, 2005, pp.130-131. 

18. H. N. Chaudhury, op.cit., p.245. 

19. Michael H. Fisher, op.cit., p.10. 

20. Subhendu Majumdar and Biswanath Das ( ed), Princely Coach Behar: A 

documentary study on letters ( 1790-1863 ), Calcutta, 1990, pp.6-7. 

10 


