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CHAPTER III 

MEDIEVAL ASSAM: SOCIETY 

Society in the medieval period witnessed a gradual transition from a tribal 

system to a complex class-based society. The growing complexity of the class 

system, change in the ideological environment, birth of new beliefs and faiths 

and the relations of the state, law and other institutions therein, all went into 

creating a new social order under one political umbrella. Thus, the eighteenth 

century Assamese society was the result of conquest, consolidation and 

incorporation. 

Society in Assam, may be compared to a 'Federal Hall', where the people 

of different racial stock and ethnic composition- Aryans and non-Atyans, Hindus 

and non-Hindus, came together with their divergent cultural heritages under one 

centralized control. 1 The pre-Ahom Assamese society was more or less a tribal 

society wherein the Indo-Aryan segment of the population had a rudimentaty 
• 

caste-based social structure. The Ahom occupation of the region did not change 

its social composition initially. 2 But by the eighteenth century, the absorption 

of Assam, not only in economic and political, but also in social terms was 

completed and a new element had made its appearance- the Hinduization of the 

society and its polity. The Chutiyas in the eastern part of the valley were exposed 

to Hindu influence since about the 14th century and by the end of the 18th century 

had become a hinduized community. There were also the Morans and Barahis 

and the Bodo-Kacharis in the central part of the valley, who had also come under 

Hindu influence.} In the westernmost parts of the valley were the petty Hindu 
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chiefs called the Bara Bhuyans. And in the Lower Assam, existed the Koches 

who had become hinduised by the sixteenth century. 

Hinduism was the major religion of the valley specially in central and lower 

part of Assam. The hinduization of the ruling Ahoms from about the 14th century, 

paved the way for the further hinduization of the inhabitants. With the spread of 

the faith also emerged the influence of class distinctions, which forms the most 

prominent feature of the Hindu society. Although the exact Indian model of the 

Varna system did not take its root in Assam, a few traces of the four original 

castes are however met with. 4 Taking religion as the basis for social 

stratifications, society in medieval Assam was composed of: (1) Hindus, (2) 

Hinduised, and (3) Non-Hindus. 

Hindus 

Among the Hindus, the Brahmans were the most important caste. 5 

According to the Census of 1872, of the total population ofKamrup estimated 
- .~~· __. ~·---~" .... 

at 561,681, the Brahmans stood at 31,355.6 They were said to be among the 

oldest of the Hindu settlers of the valley and penetrated to the further north

eastern comer under the Chutiya dynasty that preceded the Ahom invasion. In 

the medieval period, the Brahmans continued to enjoy their privileged position 

in the Hindu society, as priests in the temples and spiritual guides, teachers of 

Sanskrit and also sometimes in employment in the Government service. 7 The 

biographies of medieval saints and preachers called charita puthis refer to the 

tols manned by the Brahmans. Although they personally did not plough the field, 

they engaged other people in agriculture. 8 Writing in 1807- 09, Francis Hamilton, 

mentions two categories of Brahmans on the basis of localities where from 
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they migrated. The Vaidiks or Vaidika also known as Kamrupi Brahmans, came 

from Kanauj or Kanyakubja9 and were probably introduced into the kingdom of 

Kamrup by the Koch King Biswa Singha, but having penetrated into the upper 

parts of Bengal they no longer intermarried with the Brahmans ofBengal. 10 Some 

of these have degraded themselves by instructing the low castes. 11 The Rarhi 

Brahmans, who are said to have come from the western parts of Bengal, 12 

emigrated to Assam during the rule of the Ahoms, as the religious preceptors of 

the kings after their conversion to Hinduism. The Rarhi Brahmans of upper Assam 

were also called Soumariya Brahmans, and considered themselves of a higher 

status than the Vaidika or Kamrupi Brahmans oflower Assam and matrimonial 

relations were forbidden by custom. 13 In the 18th century, the Ahom rulers, Rudra 

Singha and Siva Singha, came under greater influence of Hinduism and the 

Brahman priests. Siva Singha's spiritual guide, Krishnaram Bhattacharya 

introduced the modified smriti rituals, and his followers came to be known as 

Smart a Brahmans; while the followers of the earlier procedure were known as 

Pracina Brahmans. 14 There was also a section of Brahmans, known as Kadi 

Brahmans, who paid tax to the state, unlike those who lived on the grants of 

land and men by the kings and were considered by others as degenerated and 

made no social relations with them. 15 

The Brahmans, however strictly observed restrictions in eating, drinking 

and maintained their caste superiority. Some inscriptions of the 18th century 

bear evidence of the prevalence of caste or varna restrictions. An inscription 
-------"--'-'""'"·~-··· 

issued by the king Siva Singha (1714- 44), records that the two gots of 'Akulin 

Brahman pai/cs' employed for drawing water from the Vijaya Sagar tank at 

Dergaon, was found "unworthy" (ayogya) and were replaced by the two gots of 

'Kulin Brahman paiks'. 16 
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The Ganaks or Daivajna who come next to the Brahmans were professional 

astrologers. Reference to the Ganaks are found in the land grants of the Ahom 

kings. 17 They were given the title of Daloi or Bardaloi by the Ahom kings, and 

were maintained in the court to be consulted before any auspicious work or 

start of a war. 18 Acyutananda Daloi's contribution in the Battle of Saraighat is 
_.,.. .. ·~~~___..~·-·------·~-""" ___ .~~--~---

well known. 19 The Daivajna, were considered a class of Brahmans in Assam 

observing all the rites and customs like the Brahman faith. 

The Kayasthas normally a land holding caste, also served as chief scribes 

and clerks of the court. 2° K. L. Barna opines that the Kayasthas were among the 

earlier settlers of Kamarupa. 21 The Census of_ 1872, returns the number of 

Kayasthas in lower Assam (Kamrup) at 5041,22 a not very comfortable figure 

compared to Kalitas, whose number is shown at 1,06,950. Their number was 

fewer still in Upper Assam. However, the Kayasthas of upper and lower Assam 

maintained social relations. 23 The Kayasthas of Assam performed the six 

sacraments of the Hindu religion, for which they are called Sat Karmi. 

The indigenous '?aste structure of Assam does not reflect the existence of 

any trading caste of significance. Such castes are conspicuously absent in Upper 

Assam. But in Lower Assam there is a small trading community, now called 

Vaishya-saud, a counterpart of the Saha caste of Bengal. Haliram reported their 

number at about twenty to twenty-five families. 24 The Agarwala or up-country 

traders and merchants who claimed to belong to the Vaishya or trading caste of 

Hindu India came in the early days of the British rule. 25 Other trading classes 

like the Gandha-Baniya, Oswal, and Jaswar reported in Kamrup were late comers. 

The Kalitas, who were the most numerous in Assam, are believed to be the 
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Kshatriyas. 26 Although their advent into Assam is shrouded in controversy, there 

are evidences to prove that they were the earliest people of Aryan stock to enter 

and colonise Assam, vis-a-vis Kamrupa, which was among the earliest established 

of the Eastern Aryan Settlements. 27 Previous to the introduction of the Brahmans, 

the Kalitas served as priests for the other classes. With their learning they 

retained authority over the people. 28 Col. Dalton is of the opinion, that the older 

head priests were probably Kalitas who called themselves Kayasthas. 29 Thus, 

the Kalitas, who could read and write identified themselves as Kayasthas.30 Talish 

describes them as in every way superior to the Ahoms "except where fatigue, 

are to be undergone and in war like expedition". 31 Sub-divided into Bar-Kalitas 

and Saru Kalitas, the former were those born in the family of the Kalitas, also 

called themselves Saj-Kalitas. 32 The Kayasthas who intermarried with the Kalitas 

also called themselves as Bar-Kalitas and were regarded the highest among the 

Sudras. 33 They provided the agricultural core of the Kalita class. The Saru-Kalitas 

were those who came with the Kalitas, 34 and also those who entered into 

matrimonial alliances with lower caste groups. 35 Hamilton mentions that in the 

beginning of the 19th century, the Kalitas were wholly engaged in artisan 

occupations. Among them were the Sonari Kalita (Goldsmiths), the Kahar

Kalita (Braziers), Kamar-Kalita (Blacksmith) and Kumar-Kalita (Potter) etc. 36 

They were looked down upon to some extent, by the Bar-Kalitas, probably 

because followers of these professions were not true Kalitas having occasionally 

succeeded in obtaining admission wit,hin the caste.37 The Census of 1872 reports 

the number ofKalitas in lower Assam at 106,950, while in upper Assam 26,973.38 

The Kalitas followed restrictions in eating and drinking. Such rigidity was 

however not prevalent among the functional sub-castes. 

Next to the Kalitas were the Keots and Kaivartas. Although the origin of 
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the Keots has been shrouded in obscurity, references to the Keots are made in 

the royal grants of the Ahom kings of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.39 

The term is said to have been derived from the Sanskrit 'Kaivarta', which became 

Kevatta (boatman) and finally Keot. 40 The Kaivartas, who are also referred to 

have lived on the banks of the river41 were most probably engaged in catching 

fish, by plying boats, for which they had to pay tolls. They lived in groups, in a 

part of the village, distinctly set apart for their community. 42 

The Keots are divided into two principal classes- the Halowa Keots who 

took to the plough and the Jalowa Keots who carried on fishing. The former 

were chiefly cultivators. Their marriage and other customs conform to the Hindu 

rules and practices and they are included within the category of Sudras. 

The medieval Assamese records refer to the Jalowa Keots as Doms. 

Haliram Dhekial Phukan and Gunabhiram Barna distinctly point out that the 

Jalowa Keots and Doms are two distinct castes. There was also a fisherman 

community called the Nadiyals or Doms, who have been erroneously identified 

with the Kaivartas living on the banks of the river. They were said to have 
I 

originally migrated from Bengal, are strict in their food habits and accepted the 

Kalitas as spiritual guides. 43 During the Ahom rule, the Doms were tattooed 

with the mark of a fish on their forehead. 44 By the middle of the 17th century 

they became staunch Vaishnavas of the Kala Samhati Satra. In Kamrup, in 18 72 

the Keots and Kaivartas were estimated at 48, 11 7 in number. In Upper Assam, 

the total ofKaivartas and Doms stood at around 20,000 in number. 45 
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Professional Hindu classes 

Besides the traditional divisions of the Hindu society, in the medieval period 

a large number of professionals were brought in from other parts of India and 

established in Assam at the instance of the Ahom, Koch and other rulers. These 

professionals found themselves absorbed into the category of the Sudra caste . 

• In Assam, they did not strictly adhere to their own profession and because of 

the existing paik system of the Ahoms, also took to agriculture. In the post -

Moamaria Assam, when the fortunes rapidly deteriorated they resorted to 

agriculture which gave them a higher status in the society. Some of the common 

professionals are : 

Nat : 'Nat' generally means a dancer. In lower Assam people belonging to this 

class were given to performances of dance and dramatics. The Vaishnavaite 

literary records has reference to Natis in the temples of Bisvanath, Hajo, 

Negheriting and Dubi Devalaya. This class of professionals, who came to Assam 

from Western India during the reign of Koch king Naranarayan took to agricultural 

work. 46 Their women, who were accomplished dancers were employed in the 

temples to accompany the daily prayers with singing and dancing. As Francis 

Hamilton observes, 'The Natis or dancers and musicians are here employed in 

the temples, are considere.d as pure caste. Even the purest Brahman condescend 

to give them instruction'. 47 This remark was later authenticated when the Natas 

were introduced as Nat-kalitas. 

Napit : The barber of upper Assam, who called themselves as Nat, were termed 

Napit in lower Assam. But as professional rigidity was not strictly adhered to, 

they fell upon agriculture. In course of time they neglected their work as barbers 
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and devoted full time to agriculture thus claiming a higher status and declaring 

themselves as Kalitas. The barbers who still adhered to their professions were 

accorded an inferior status.48 

Dhoba : Likewise the Dhoba or the washerman could not live by their profession 

and had to take to agriculture. Hamilton has observed that, "the washerman refused 

to perform their office for any persons except the royal family and Brahmans; 

and have been elevated to the rank of purity. 49 

Chamar (Lime maker and Cobbler) : Maniram Dewan describes the Chamar 

as Chamar-Kalita. There were two classes of Chamars, those engaged in the 

production and selling oflime were Chamars, also called Chunari or Mukhi, 50 

and those who worked on leather were the other class known as Mushier. 51 As 

Hamilton observes cobblers were few in number, as wearing shoes were the 

privilege of the royalty, it was the lime maker who was called the Chamar

Kalita. The Jalowa Keots were also engaged in making lime from burnt snail 

shells, besides fishing. 

Tati (weavers): The Tati or Tanti, the modem equivalent of Tantuvaya, were 

the professional weavers. The Katanis or Yugis were also a class of Hindu 

weavers but of a lower strata. 52 In the Hindu class hierarchy, the Tati were 

considered sudras and given a better position than the Katanis. The Katanis on 

the other hand had their own Brahman priests, with whom the others did not 

establish marriage or social relations. 53 There was also a class called Jugis, 

who were breeders of silkworms and weavers of silk cloth and the Kapali who 

were cotton weavers and spinners. 
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Malakar : The Malakars or Phulmali, were garland makers and sellers of 

flowers. 54 The Ahom rulers had an officer called Malia Barua to control and 

manage the Malakars. 

Sundi I Sudi : The Sudi or wine maker was a class of new comers to Assam, 

engaged in the preparation and selling of wine. They belonged to the Vaidik 

Saundika caste. This class also adopted agriculture giving up their own 

profession. 

Patia : The Patias were mat makers by profession but coming to Assam they 

had also taken to agriculture for their livelihood. 

Hari : The Hari were of two classes : the Marang-Chowa Hari or who worked 

as sweepers, and the Bania-Hari who worked on metals and were called 

goldsmiths. 55 During the Ahom period, for the purpose of identification, the 

Marang-Chowa Haris had to have broom sticks tattooed on their foreheads. 

During the rule of Rudra Singh, Haris (sweeper) who served outside were 

admitted for inner service. 56 

Chadal, Hira, Tokar and Telia : In the Hindu class hierarchy in medieval Assam, 

the Chadal, Hira, Tokars were considered untouchables and impure. 58 

Besides the above, there were other professional classes common to both 

upper and lower Assam. They were the Barui, Boria, Aguri (agricultural castes), 

Duliya, Bej, Kahar, etc. 59 

Hinduised : Formerly, followers of their own indigenous faiths, the various 
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tribes and non-Hindu communities adopted the different Hindu ceremonies and 

rituals, and thus became Hinduized. 

Ahoms : The most prominent among the Hinduised section were the Ahoms. 

The Ahoms in course of their rule through the centuries increased their number 

by absorbing the local people into their fold. This was possible due to the liberal 

social and religious outlook they followed. The Ahom royal dynasty was attributed 

to Indra and hence lndravamsi and their kings were designated Swargadeo. The 
'"' 

family idol of the royalty was identified with the Hindu idol Salagrama. 60 Hindu 

influences first entered the Ahom royal family during the reign of Siu-dang-pha 

(1397- 1407 A.D.). Gradually, Hinduism secured a firm foothold in the Ahom 

court and several Ahom kings turned into liberal patrons of Hinduism, among 

whom mention may be made of Gadadhar Singha, Rudra Singha, Sib Singha, 

Rajeswar Singha and Lakshmi Singha. 

However, the adoption of Hinduism did not exclude their own rites and 

rituals. On one hand, they became adherents to the Hindu faith and paid homage 

to the hindu idols and deities, on the other hand, they continued _with their own 

beliefs and practices. The marriage ceremony by Chaklang; the worship of the 

Somdeo and the tutelary deity Lengdon continued.61 In addition to the Deodhais, 

Bailungs and Mohans (priests and law-givers), the Ahom kings appointed 

Subhapandits (court scholars to help in judicial matters), Kataki (envoy), Kakati 

(clerk), Jyotish (astrologers), Bezbarua (physicians), Majumdar Barua 

(personal assistant to the king), and many others from the Hindu community. 

According to S.K. Bhuyan, "During the later periods, the Ahoms were imparted 

systematic knowledge of Hindu political treaties - the Arthashastras and 

Dandanities through the learned pandits attached to the royal court and to the 
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families of the leading Ahom nobles". 62 The Ahom kings worshipped Hindu 

deities, and had Homa Joingy and performed Nama-Kirtana . During the middle 

of the 18th century, the procedure of cremation and burying the ashes, with a 

mound raised over it was even introduced in the place of burial. Hinduisation 

led to the merging of the customs of the Ahoms with the Hindus. A process of 

assimilation began which had a great impact on the socio-economic and political 

development of the medieval period. As the Ahoms continued with their old 

faith and customs in addition to the Hindu faith, they were neither given the 

status of high class Hindus, nor the lower or depressed classes. With this merger 

into the Hindu society, the Ahoms earned a position of respect and honour among 

the people. 

Koch : The Koch belong to the Bodo-Kachari group of the Indo-Mongoloid 

stock. In Assam proper, the Koches are known as a Hindu caste, into which the 

converts to Hinduism from the Kacharis, Lalungs and Mikirs are received. 63 As 

the process ofhinduisation continued the Koch assumed the name Rajvamsi. 

The Puranas and the Yogini tantra referred to the Koch as Kuvacha. 64 Among 

the hinduised people of Assam, the Koches occupied the most prominent 

position. The Koch ruled over western A~sam and North Bengal from the 16th 

century to the middle of the 17th century. Under the patronage of the Koch 

kings Bishwa Singha and his son Naranarayan, Hinduism made a remarkable 

progress in the country. Naranarayan was associated with the rebuilding of the 

Kamakhya temple destroyed by the Muslims. 65 The Koches are of two classes : 

the Bar Koch are the hinduised Rajvams i or the Kacharis, and the Saru Koch 

were the converts from the Mikir, Lalung, Garo and the Miri tribes. The Koch in 

upper Assam were accorded a position next to the Kalitas and Keots. The social 

customs, ceremonies and functions of the Koch are mostly concentrated in the 
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Districts of Goal para, Kamrup and Darrang. In Lower Assam the Rabhas, Mech, 

Rajvamsis, are akin to the Koch community. 66 

Chutiyas : The Chutiyas were another tribe gradually converted to Hinduism. 

They were conquered and later absorbed to a considerable extent by the Ahoms. 

Hamilton observes that they were divided into two distinct classes, Hindus and 

Ahoms, 67 but merger of communities points to the existence of Miri -Chutiyas, 

Deori-Chutiyas and Barahi Chutiyas as well. 68 The Hindu Chutiyas received 

degraded Brahmans as their spiritual guides, 69 and having adopted Brahmanical 

rites and rituals maintained their identity as a distinct caste in the Hindu society. 70 

The Ahom-Chutiyas as the name suggests intermarried with the Ahoms. The 

Deoris, originally a priestly class of the Chutiyas, who followed their own tribal 

faith and customs, retained their native language, and had resisted conversion, 

are today largely hinduised. 71 The Hindu Chutiyas were regarded as Sudras in 

the Hindu caste hierarchy. 

Kacharis : Gait opines that the Kacharis are the earliest known inhabitants of 

the Brahmaputra Valley and are identified with the Mech in Goalpara and North

Bengal, the Bodo-Kacharis in the Brahmaputra Valley, and the Dimasa in the 

North Cachar Hills. As observed by R.M. Nath, the Bodos, also known as 

Dimasas, were called by the Hindus, Kacharis, on account of the fact that they 

lived in and controlled the foot-hill areas. A number of chieftainship grew up, 

and each chief posing as an independent king over the whole country from the 

south ofSadiya upto north ofNowgong along the eastern belt. 72 They are also 

believed to be allied to the Koch, Chutiya, Lalung, and Moran of the Brahmaputra 

valley, and the Garos and Tipperah in the Southern Hills. 73 The process of 

hinduisation had started earlier at Maibong (18th century). In 1790 A.D. the 
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Kachari king Krishnachandra and his brother Govinda Chandra proclaimed 

themselves to be Hindus after entering the effigy of a copper cow. Temples of 

Siva were set up in different parts of the country and the rock cave temple of 

Hara-Parvati on the Bhubaneswar Hill was kept in a glorious condition. They 

later came under the influence of Vaishnavism and were known as Saraniya 

Kacharis.74 

Other Tribes : The Morans and Barahis were the two small tribes, whom the 

Ahoms met in the I 3th century. Siu-ka-pha established matrimonial alliances 

and assimilated them into the Ahom community offering them high posts.75 These 

groups of people became integrated with the ruling race. The Morans are also 

called Matak~, and survived as a separate tribe, occupying the country between 

the Dangori and Dibru river at the end of the Ahom rule. 76 The hinduization of 

the Morans started when they were initiated to Vaishnavism of the Kala-samhati 

Satra under Aniruddadeva, who established the Mayamara Satra at the instance 

.of Bhavanipuria Gopaladeva. The ~orans were known for their catholicity 
~-.. ,-~~,.., .. (t,_{ ·: ~. , .. ,_~/ ~ .· •• ' ... ~. 

!?'Y~~ds _ _!heir fait~ and the reverence to their Guru, who were accorded a status 

far superior than the temporal overlords. 77 

Other minor tribes, who came under the influence of Hinduism were the 

Mishings, N<?ctes, __ Garos and some of the ~agas south-east side of modern 
-····· ~-.-

' Sibsagar and Dibrugarh. The Mishings were the most numerous. Those who came 

down to the plains settling in the riverine areas of Majuli and Lakhimpur, came 

under the influence of the religion and society of the plains. Having come into 

contact with Hinduism and the more liberal Vaishnavism, they worshipped the 

Hindu deities along with their traditional gods and goddesses. They also observed 

the Hindu festivals in addition to their tribal festivals. The process of assimilation 
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received an impetus when they embraced Vaishnavism and gradually merged into 

the mainstream of the Assamese society. 78 

Non-Hindus 

The Khamti';, the Doaneas, Phakt~, Turungs, Aitoniyas and the Khamyangs 

are small Buddhist communities, which entered Assam late from Myanmar. The 

Khamtis settled near Sadiya, and later usurped the Ahom power at Saidya taking 

advantage of the unstable condition created by the Moamaria rebellion. The 

Phakes and Doaneahs settled at different places in Dibrugarh while the Turungs, 

Aitonyas and Khamyangs, settled in Golaghat, Jorhat, and Sibsagar districts. 

These communities are followers of the Hinayana school of Buddhism. As they 

are late entrants into Assam, their impact on the society is negligible, and the 

Hindu influence is only barely discemable. 

Another non-Hindu community which formed a part of the Assamese 

society were the ~ll:.~!i.!!ls. The process of Muslim settlement set in with the 

invasion of Mohammad Bin-Bakhtiyar Khalji (C. 1206). Since then, the Muslims, 

living under the aegis of the Hindu and Ahom rulers, completely merged with 

the society and adapted the dress, customs and manners of the Assamese, except 

the religion. In some areas the Muslims worshipped the Goddess Vishahari 

performed as Ojahpalis, and the Marias, a section of the Muslim brass-workers, 

introduced the worship of the Goddess Manasa. 79 As Shihabuddin Talish has 

remarked, that the Muslims of Assam are more inclined towards their Hindu 

neighbours than their Muslim co-religionists. 80 They are numerously settled in 

the districts ofNowgong and Kamrup. 

62 



Caste in Assam is to be understood as an extremely fluid process. The 

Varna categories were difficult to apply. The castes were classed as either 

Brahmans or Sudras. The non-Aryans like the Rabhas, Kacharis and the Koches 

and the like came into the Hindu fold and were included into the Sudra class. 

The majority of the Assamese castes were heterogeneous in origin and open to 

infiltration from below. As members of the tribal communities become hinduized 

they passed into the ranks of the existing castes as first generation converts to 

form new sub-castes and over time, became absorbed into the body of the caste 

itself. 81 All social and marriage relations of the converted tribes have more or 

less been based upon the injunctions laid in the orthodox Hindu texts. 82 Again 

the majority of the castes in Assam were racial rather than occupational in origin. 

The Kalita, Keot, Koch, Ahom, Chutiya, Boria, Nadial, accounted for 83 percent 

of the Hindu population. 83 Although a large number of castes and subcastes were 

formed on the basis of occupation, like the Bar-Kalita and the Saru-Kalita,, yet 

occupation could not explain the distinctions of many castes engaged in 

agriculture (Kalita, Keot, Bar-Koch, Ahom-Chutiya), nor account for the 

difference in rank between the Kumar-Kalita and the Hira, and the Jalowa Keot 

and Nadiyal, both belonging to the same occupation. Also among the tribal 

population, the occupation specialisation in caste order played a minor role. In 

addition, a number of functional castes, common elsewhere were not indigenous 

to Assam because of the greater self-sufficiency of individual households - like 

shaving, washing clothes, sweeping, fishing for household consumption etc. As 

William Robinson has remarked, "In Assam, there seems to have been little or 

no distinction of castes from profession and each tribe or caste practised all 

the arts which were known in the country ... ". 84 P. C. Choudhury has noted that 

the divisions in the medieval Hindu Assamese society have been more or less 

based on a spirit ofliberalism. 85 The comparative laxity of caste-class distinction 
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in the medieval social system was primarily, in part due to Vaishnava reformation, 

and in part due to the inter mixture of the people during the Ahom rule. 

Yet, it has been evident that occupational mobility did not exist in the 

medieval period. The tattooing of the Dom with the sign of a fish, and the Hari 

with the sign of a broom on their forehead, was evidence of the fact, that a Dom 

or a Hari was tied to the profession for life. Although, a process of social mobility 

was fostered by the Vaishnavite movement, they could not change their profession 

at will. In the Ahom age, a Kulin Brahmin paik was appointed to draw water 

from the pond for the thirsty passerbys, as water was not accepted from lower 

class people. The society was thus not completely immune from class distinction 

in some form or other, as between the aristocracy and common people and in 

later times between the higher and lower classes. 86 Only a noble was allowed to 

wear shoes, carry an umbrella, or travel in a palanquin. The common people 

were not permitted to build houses of masonry or with rounded ends, which was 

only the privilege of the King. 

Position of women 

Women in medieval Assam were comparatively freer than their counterparts 

in other parts of India during the same period. Purdah was almost unknown, and 

they moved freely taking an equal share in planting and harvesting in the fields 

alongside the menfolk. High caste women did not go to the fields, but moved 

about without much restrictions. Although the drawing of the veil was prevalent 

for them, it was due to respect for elders. According to Shihabuddin, the wives 

of the Raja and the peasant alike never veiled their faces before anybody and 

moved about in the market place with bare heads. 87 The medieval biographies 
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make reference to the women participation in all aspects of social life from 

marketing saleable goods to matters of religious importance. Bhubaneshwari, 

daughter ofHarideva and Kanaklata, grand-daughter-in-law ofShankardev, guided 

the destiny of the sects as heads of their satras. Having learnt, the 3R's, either 

at home or from the elders in the family, the women emerged proficient. Mention 

may be made ofBhanumati, daughter of a Bhuyan chief and wife of Koch king 

Naranarayan, at whose instance was written the Sanskrit grammar, Prayog 

Ratnamala. Medieval records also make references to the participation of women 

in war and politics. Mention may be made ofMulagabhuru, who died in the war 

with Turbak, 88 of the heroism of Chaochao N angbu, Taomunglung's wife, 89 and 

of Radha and Rukmini, who fought in the Moamaria rebellion. 90 Instances of 

participation in politics are found in Bar Raja Queen Phuleswari, Ambika and 

Sarbeswari, who ruled during Siva Singha's reign. 

The women were proficient in the art of spinning and weaving. F. Hamilton 

remarks, "The women of all castes from the queen downwards, weave the four 

kinds of silk that are produced in the country, and with which three-fourths of 

the people are clothed. "91 The Buran} is also refer to the Kavach-Kapor worn 

by the warriors in the battlefield, which were spun and woven by the wives in a 

single night. 92 

The records of the period make references to women proficient in various 

arts like singing, dancing, music etc. 93 They were also beautiful in appearance. 

As remarked by Robinson, "The women in general form a striking contrast to 

the men; there is a great deal more of feminine beauty in them than is commonly 

met with in the women of Bengal, with a form and feature somewhat approaching 

the European. In most parts of the country the women of rank go about in public, 
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quite divested of that artificial modesty practised to such an extensive degree 

by native ladies of other parts of India. "94 

There was no dowry system, but had a practice of paying bride-price (ga

dhan ). Child-marriage did not exist except among the Brahmans and Kayasthas. 

The consent of a girl was taken before a marriage, in case of arranged matches, 

and otherwise the girl could choose her own husband. Polygamy prevailed 

specially among the royalty, and was usual for the king to have more than one 

consort. 95 The practice of Sati or self-immolation of widovvs was rare in Assam. 
. ., 

It is however stated in the biography of Sankardeva that his mother Satyasandha 

died a sati after her husband's death. Widows among the Brahmans and Kayasthas, 

had to lead an austere life, which was not obligatory to other castes and were 

liable to be sent back to her parents home. 96 Daughters were debarred from any 

share in the inheritance of their fathers but could claim the presents given at the 

time of marriage. 

The queens, princesses, queen-mother, grandmother of the king and other 

members of the royalty were allotted estates calledMe/s,97 managed by Phukan 

or Barua. 

Lifestyle 

Politically separated from the rest of India, medieval Assam acquired and 

developed its own ethos in respect to food, habits, dress and mode of living. 

Contemporary literary works like the Katha-guru-Charit, the Yogini-Tantra, 

the Kumara-Haran, and also accounts oflater foreign writers throw ample light 

on the social life of the medieval period. 
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The vast majority of the people, Hindus, Hinduised and non-Hindus alike 

were non-vegetarian in their diet, including the Brahmans unlike their 

counterparts in the rest of India. The Yogini Tantra even refers to fish, animals 

and birds served as offerings at religious ceremonies and shraddhas. Talish 

mentions that "cocks, water-fowls, geese, goats, castrated goats and game cocks 

are large-sized, plentiful and delicious". 98 The people also favoured leafy 

vegetables, a variety of vegetable stalks and fruits. 99 Mention has been made of 

various fruits and vegetables, which were widely grown during the period. 100 The 

cultivation of rice being the major economy of the region, rice was the staple 

food. It was used not only as the two principal meals, but also in the preparation 

of light refreshments. 101 Milk and milk products were used, although Robinson 

had mentioned that it was little used by the mass people. 102 Talish also mentions 

that the people were not accustomed to ghee, 103 but the prevalence ofBrahmanical 

influence, proves to the contrary. 

The most commonly used beverage was water, while the juices of a variety 

of citrus fruits were also served; tea and coffee were unknown. Among the tribals, 

liquor brewed from rice called Lao-pani, or joa, and 'Haj' among the Ahoms 

were widely consumed. The Assamese were addicted to tamol-pan ( arecanut 

and betel leaves) with lime and tobacco, which was also served as offerings to 

the guests. The Yogini Tantra makes references to the use of tamol-pan. Talish 

writes that, 'Betel leaf, and unripe areca nuts were consumed in large 

quantities. '104 The use of betel nut and leaf is usually carried to an excessive 

degree and many have their mouths literally crammed with it. 105 
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Dress 

The people of Assam had their own indigenous dress pattern, but with the 

absorption of the various tribes, a common dress mode could not evolve. 

However, there was some common elements in the dress of the plains and hills 

people. Assam silk was well known and the Assamese women were proficient in 

spinning and weaving. This art was reflected in the dress they wore. 

The royal family used finer variety of silk called the gomcheng and 

mezankari. Endi, muga and pat, were used by the nobles and the commoners. 

Haliram Dhekial Phukan gives a list of dress used in the medieval period. 106 The 

dress of the male of the plains normally consisted of a piece of cloth, known as 

the dhuti, used as a lower garment, and an upper garment called the chadar or 

chelleng. Towards the later part of the Ahom rule, from the reign ofRudra Singha 

(1696- 1714), the use ofjama(coat), chauga askan, or chapkan (long flowing 

shirt), ijar (pant) and paguri, were introduced probably under Muslim influence. 

The nobles at first opposed this change of dress mode.107 The Buranjis also 

mention the tangali (waist-band), bachowal (waist-cover) and hashati (hand

towel).108 

The common dress of the women consisted of three pieces - a lower 

garment called mekhala or waist skirt, usually of cotton or muga silk, riha or 

scarf, wrapped around the upper part of the body reaching to the waist, and the 

third was the chelleng or chadar, one end tucked around the waist and the other 

across the left shoulder. Ornaments of gold, silver and copper, studded with 

jewels, namely long-keru, lokapara as earings, mala-mani (coral necklace) 

and ~amkharu, besides others were worn by both male and female. 109 
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The tribals differed in their dress mode, though some influence of the 

plains are evident among the Bodo-Kacharis, Mishings, Lalungs etc. The men 

wear two piece garments, the dhuti being common. Similarly among the women, 

the lower and upper garments, the mekhala and the chadar are common apparels. 

The dress of the Garos, Mikirs, Khasis and Nagas however differed widely, bearing 

more evidence of their tribal features. 

The common features in the dress mode are indicative of the policy of 

integration of the Ahom rulers, who brought the heterogenous people under one 

political umbrella. Buranjis however, refer to prohibitions and restrictions 

imposed by the Ahom kings on the use of dress and ornaments. The paik was 

not allowed to wear the dhuti below his knees, and only the officers and gentry 

were allowed to wear the dhuti reaching to the calves. Persons of humble birth, 

who wished to wear a shawl or chaddar had to fold it over the left shoulder, and 

not over the right which was the privilege of the upper classes. 110 The use of 

paijar (a kind of shoe) was the exclusive privilege of the kings and nobles, the 

common people using khaddam (wooden sandal) and phanati (strapped flat 

slipper) when necessary. m 

Daily use 

Medieval literature refers to various articles of daily use like tuli 

(mattress), netakamali (soft silken blanket), mohari (mosquito net), pati (mat), 

garu (pillow), talaca (bedsheet), Iota (waterpot), kahi-bati (dish and cup of 

bell metal), bera (three legged ring to fit dish and cups), tau (brass vessel), 

cariya (wash basin), lathi (stick) and kalah (brass urn) which explain the simple 

style of the people. Patidhara, merdhara, (square or circular seats) of mat-

69 



rush were offered to religious heads and nobles, while the kath (rectangular flat 

seat made of grass), dukhari-pi ra, tamul i-pira (wooden seats of 2" or 3" height 

and 6" height respectively) and kamali (seat of a soft blanket), were of general 

use. The poor usually slept on mats (dhari), or bamboo cots, but the well-to-do 

used chalpira (wooden bed-stead), paleng or palanka (decorated and carved 

bed-stead). 112 

The most commonly used article was a kind of umbrella calledjapi, with 

various designs and ornamentations. The biggest or the bar-japi, was a symbol 

of prestige and nobility, carried by a servant alongside a noble or a lady. The 

sarudaiya-japi was used by the married ladies. Reference to the chati are found 

in the Vaishnavite biographies. Similar was the arowan, a flat circular screen of 

bamboo splits, covered by a red or white cloth, which were used only by the 

royalty and the three Dangarias as a mark of privileged status. 113 

Haliram Dhekial Phukan refers to the non-existence of the wheeled vehicle, 

before the advent of the British. Boats were the usual means of conveyance. The 

three types of boats, according to him were the holong (biggest and capable of 

carrying 1 00 persons or 1000 maunds of goods), the khel nao (used as a speedy 

transport or for boat race), and the char a nao (beautifully carved and decorated 

was the state barge for the kings and nobles). 114 Likewise elephants were used 

only by the royalty. The do/a or litter was used also by the king and nobles, who 

used the kekora do/a. The others in use were the parhi-dola by the Phukan and 

other nobles, the athubhanga and khatola dola by the Satradhikars, and the 

cariya do/a and others by the common people. 115 

Society was thus subject to prohibitions and restrictions imposed by the 
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rulers. The differentiation between the royalty and the commonalty, created 

certain complexities in an otherwise free and liberal society. How far these 

restrictions were observed in practice could not be ascertained. They probably 

varied from region to region and did not exist in the region under the Koches 

and the Muslims. 116 

Religion 

Ahom religion : The absence of necessary data has created a lacuna to arrive at 

a conclusion as regards the religion of the Ahoms_ll7 The traditional Ahom 

religion could not be conceptualised like other religions, as it did not contain 

proselytization, ordination or a preceptor. It was at best cosmogonic with the 

simple belief in Pha or the great god as the Creator in heaven. Their philosophy 

of God is to be found in the religious texts called Lit Lai Peynkaka, where in 

the first dictum Chao Nu Ru Chao Kao signify the Lord of Heaven above the 

head.ll 8 

Chronicles and archeological fmdings as well as recent preoccupation with 

traditional Ahom religion, have led to various opinions on its nature. To many 

they were Buddhists, partly Hinayana, partly Tantrik and their God called Phura

Tara-A/ong.119 Definite traces of Buddhist-Hindu influence are found in their 

scriptures, the most significant of which is Phura-Tara-Alam, known as Phura 

Alang and Min-Mang Phuralung; the latter brought by the priests who 

accompanied Siu-Ka-Pha, and held in high veneration by the Ahoms. 120 P. Gogoi 

is of the opinion that the Ahoms of Assam were influenced by Theravada 

Buddhism of Burma and performed the Phura-long puja without animal 

sacrifices. 121 The Assam Districi Gazetteer of Sibsagar District records that 
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the religion was nothing else but Taoism. B.J. Terweil, along with P.R. T. Gurdon, 

argues to the contrary that the Ahom religion had traces of Buddhism and 

Taoism. 122 Terweil argues that the religion could be regarded 'as a branch of the 

old Tai religion and that label should suffice to identify it. 1:z3 

The Ahoms, besides their belief in one God also believed in a number of 

gods, such as Phura-tara (creator), Lengdon (lndra), Jaisingha (God of 

Learning), Phai (God of fire), Khao-Kham (God of water), dam, and others. 

The worship and propitiation of these gods was an important element in the 

religion of the Ahoms. 

An important religious feature of the Ahoms was their beliefs in 

supernatural powers or formless guardian spirits of natural objects which they 

propitiated with rice, eggs, flowers and sometimes with offerings of fowls and 

animals. 125 Hence, the opinion that the Ahoms were animists. Image worship 

was by and large absent. However, reference is made to the worship of a deity 

called Chum. The image ofChumdeo, was believed to have been carried by Siu

Ka-Pha, when he left Mong-Mao. 126 The deity was worshipped by the reigning 

king, once a year, in the month ofDinsam; a concern of the state and a charge on 

the revenue. 

An important feature of the Ahom religion was the traditional rites and 

rituals. The sacrificial element was prominent in the chronicles. In the early 

sections of the Buranjis, it is mentioned that the Ahoms practised chicken 

sacrifices and used the leg bones for predicting the future. Even traditional 

punishments for major social crimes, according to the old Tai law book, 

necessitated the culprit to perform a sacrifice. The animals specified where 
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buffalo, cow, ox and the pig. 127 

A sacrifice formed an integral part of many Ahom ceremonies. The most 

important communal Ahom sacrificial ceremony was the Uum phra, also known 

as Ompha. During this ritual the chief powers of the Ahom pantheon are 

worshipped. The Ahom kings were personally present during the ritual, and it 

was held with considerable grandeur and innumerable sacrifices. 128 It was a state 

ceremony to augur a good year for the country. 129 In the days of the Ahom kings, 
..-

there were two optimum times, one at the time of the traditional New Year festival 

-mid-April, and the second in the eighth month- (June- July), each year for 

celebrating the Ompha, and one would be chosen. The ritual is continued for 

two days. 130 The first day is filled with the building of the shrines and sacrificial 

alters. The second day is filled with the offerings to the gods, and evoking their 

powers by chanting oflong prayers. Sacrifices are made in the second day, which 

is followed by a meal. 

Blood sacrifice form part of many other rituals of the Ahoms. Rik-Khwan 

was an Ahom ceremony to invoke longevity, performed at the installation of a 

king, before undertaking a military expedition, or after a victory. The ceremony 

was also performed in times of calamity to ward off evil spirits. Cows, buffaloes 

and elephants were sacrificed to the chanting of the Ahom priests. 

Alongwith sacrifices, the cult of ancestor worship was another 

characteristic feature of Ahom religious culture. The dam phii was a ritual 

commemorating the ancestors of the ruling families. It was a family ritual to 

which no outsider was invited. It was accompanied by a chicken sacrifice. An 

elaborate version of the dam phii, is the me dam me phii, 131 attended by the 
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king, his ministers and a large number of followers. It took place in the month 

of Phagun (February- March), at Charaideo, which was also the place of worship 

of the gods and graves of the Ahom kings- a fitting shrine for ancestor worship. 

The celebration lasted for several days, with sacrificial offerings of animals. 

Sacrifice thus formed an important aspect of traditional rituals of the Ahoms. 

In addition there are other ceremonies such as the Chaklang or marriage 

ceremony, Phralung ritual and offerings in honour of Jai-Sing-pha, Khao wan 

mo; where no sacrifices are made. The Chaklang is the marriage ceremony, 

where 108lamps are lit in honour of 108 deities of the Tai religion. The priests 

narrate the geneologies of the bride and bridegroom, and the exploits of their 

forefathers. A bundle of cowries tied in a piece of cloth is tinkled three times 

each by the bride and the groom. The ceremony is concluded by the exchange of 

the knife and the temi, the former as a symbol of defence and the latter of 

household duties. 132 

The burial rites of the Ahoms were also indigenous to their faith. 

Shihabuddin Talish has written "The common people bury their dead with some 

pr~perty of the deceased, placing the head towards the east and the feet towards 

the west." The burial rites of a sovereign were elaborate. The death of a monarch 

was not announced till the appointment of a new king, who was required to make 

the arrangements. In a lofty vault erected to house the remains of the sovereign, 

a bed was prepared with the customary articles and paraphernalia of a royal bed 

chamber, where the coffin was placed. The personal attendants recruited from 

the Lukhurakhun and Gharphalia khels, were placed alive, along with the wives, 

other servants and necessary articles for a few years, including various kinds of 

gold and silver vessels, carpets, clothes and foodstuff in the vault. Talish refers 
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to a bunch ofbetel-leaves found fresh in a vault constructed eighty years ago. 

He says that the head of the dead is covered with stout poles and a lamp with 

plenty of oil, with a living attendant engaged in the work of trimming the lamp 

was buried alongside. The door would then be shut and earth piled on the wooden 

roof of the chamber, creating a mound. It was Rudra Singha who prohibited the 

custom of burying alive of queens, guards attendants, slaves etc. with the 

deceased. 133 Bearing similarities to Egyptian culture, it was a sign of glory and 

aristocracy. 134 

Hinduism 

The Ahom rulers were not religious bigots, and were liberal in their social 

and religious outlook. They were open to influences. This went a long way in 

giving shape and dimension to the society in the medieval period. Hinduism 

became the dominant religion of the period. Hindu influence first entered the 

Ahom rule during the reign of Siu-dang-pha, who was born and brought up in a 

Brahman family at Habung. He appointed the Brahman and his sons to responsible 

positions. The idol of Lakshminarayan Sa/agrama- symbol of the Hindu god 

Vishnu, was given the same reverence as the Ahom family deity Chumdeo. The 

king was installed according to the Ahom as well as Hindu rites. The Habung 

area had maintained true Hindu culture as the last remnants of the ancient glorious 

empire ofKamrupa under Hindu rulers, and the Brahmans who came to the Ahom 

kingdom spread Hindu ideas. 135 

Hinduism secured a firm foothold in the Ahom court under the patronage 

of the Ahom king Siu-seng-pha as early as the 15th century (1439- 88) who was 

a worshipper ofShiva. He rebuilt the Naga Samskara (Siva) temple in Sonitpur 
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District (1480). During the reign of Siu-hum-mong (1497- 1539) in a battle 

with the Kacharis, there was an instance of a sacrifice at the Mahadeva (Siva) 

temple at Devagrama (Dergaon). He also took the Hindu epithet Swarganarayan 

and introduced Saka era. 

Siu-seng-pha alias Pratap Singha (1623- 1664) was the first Ahom king 

to appoint a Brahman priest for worship at the temple of Mahesvara. 136 He had 

reconstructed the Siva temple of Devargaon (Dergaon) (1627), and took the 

midday meal only after receiving nirmalaya from the temple. Gadadhar Singha 

is also attributed for the construction of temples at Maibela ( 1691 ), Siva temple 

at Umananda (1694), and the Biswanath temple (1685). He was depicted in the 

inscriptions as a devotee of Siva and also had prayers performed by 108 

Brahmans at the Biswanath temple.137 

Rudra Singha was also a patron of Hinduism. He prohibited customs, 

opposed to and outside the scope of Hinduism and introduced the same in 

conformity with the religion. In the land grants to the temple at Umananda, 

Dergaon and Jaisagar he is described as a devotee ofHara and Gauri. 138 Even on 

the body of a cannon Rudra Singha is described as a devotee ofHara and Gauri. 

The most significant contribution was the composition of the Sivapurana in 

351 Assamese verses. 139 

The Ahom king Siva Singha patronised the three major cults ofHinduism

Sakta, Saiva and Vaishnava, though he is better known as a patron of Saktism. 

Epigraphical records attribute him with the construction of the Kamesvara temple 

at Nilachal, Siddhesvara temple in 1718, Kamalesvara temple at Nilachal in 1728, 

consecrating the image of Umananda, 1719, granting land for the Siva temple at 
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Dergaon (1734), and the Umananda temple in 1739. He also built temples at 

Sibsagar and Gaurisagar. 

His successor Pramatta Singha is attributed the construction of Sukreswara 

Siva temple of Guwahati (1744), and Rudresvara temple at North Guwahati 

(1749). Rajesvar Singha and Lakshmi Singha had also constructed temples for 

the promotion of the faith. The Navagraha Temple at Chitrachala Hill in Guwahati 

was constructed at the instance of Rajesvar Singha. Coins and legends bear 

testimony to the fact that the rulers were devotees of Siva and Gauri. The deity 

and cult continued to receive the same reverence by the successive line of kings, 

Pramatta Singha, Rajeswar Singha, Gaurinath Singha, as well as Chandrakanta 

Singha. 

The patronage of the Hindu religion went a long way in making it a dominant 

religion of the medieval period. Hindus found renewed vigour in propagating 

the faith under royal patronage. Even the tribals, the Bodo-Kacharis, Dimasas, 

Lalungs and Rabhas, identified their tribal gods with the Hindu Gods of Siva and 

Sakti. 

Neo Vaishnavism 

The spread of the new faith Vaishnavism dated back to the 16th century. Its 

founder Sankardeva, a social and religious reformer, propagated a simple faith 

based on devotion. Perceiving the needs of the time, he propounded a reformist 

religion rather than a well-formulated philosophical system. The fundamental 

principle was based on the Pantheistic formula that God and creations are one. 140 

He preached equality in the spiritual domain and enlisted followers from all 
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sections and walks of life. Renunciation for the sake of religion, celibacy were 

not extolled or advised. The religion rose above the Brahmanical ritualism and 

casteism. After Sankardeva's death in 1568 A.D., his chosen disciple Madhavdev, 

Damodardev and Haridev propagated the faith. The Bhakti cult was 

institutionalised by the establishment of the satras and namghars. The movement 

was also supported by a literary florescence which found expression in the 

translation of Epics and Puranas, adaptions into Kavyas, devotional works 

explaining the precepts, tenets, types and modes of devotion, lyrics, dramas, 

biographies of the preachers, and prose versions of the Gita and the Ramayana. 

The role of satras and namghars in this could not be overemphasised. 

Immediately after the death of Sankardeva, schisms developed within the 

faith, and it was divided into four groups and sub-groups - Brahma Samhati, 

Purusha Samhati, Nika Samhati and Kala Samhati. 

The popularity of the faith also found royal patronage. Jayadhvaj Singha, 

the Ahom monarch received initiation from Niranjan Bapu of the Kuruabahi 

Satra, in 1648, and the nobles followed. In his zeal to spread the faith, Jayadhvaj 

Singha brought Vanamali Deva, a learned Vaishnava scholar, from the court of 

Koch King, Pran Narayan for teaching the tenets of the religion to his subjects 

in 1663 A.D. 141 Niranjan Bapu was given extensive land grants in Majuli, where 

the image of Kesavrai was installed at Auniati. He became the first Satradhikar 

of Auniati satra. Vanamali Bapu was placed at Dakshinpat Satra, and a separate 

satra was also established at Garumur, 142 with royal patronage. Banamali Gosain 

was also granted land for satras at Kaliabar. 143 Despite official prosecution 

against the faith from time to time, due to the growth in size and power of the 

institutions, the movement grew into a powerful and popular one embracing all 
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Aryans and non-Aryans within its fold. 

The Vaishnava movement inaugurated by Sankardeva rendered remarkable 

contributions for the socio-cultural uplift of the Assamese people. An extension 

of the Neo-Vaishnavite movement were the satras and namghars. The satra 

was the most important organ of the Vaishnavite organisation and formed a vital 

part of the Assamese social system. First set up by Sankardeva in about 1494 

A.D. near his ancestral village at Bardowa, the satras grew up at all places in 

course of his movement from Bardowa to Barpeta. It was Madhevdeva and 

Damodardev, the two eminent disciples ofSankardeva, who gave a defmite shape 

to the structural and organisational aspects of the satra institutions. Numerous 

satras were established in different parts of the country. 144 

The ecclesiastical order of a satra consisted of a Satradhikar, Bhakats 

and Sisyas. The satradhikar, popularly known as Gossain or Mahanta, was the 

administrative head of the satra. A life-long celibate (at present times they are 

allowed to live a house-holders life), the main functions of the satradhikar 

was to initiate disciples and conduct religious functions, "He is the religious 

head and spiritual guide of the members under his jurisdiction. "145 The bhakats 

were the devotees who held ecclesiastical office within the satra campus. The 

lay or the general masses were called sisyas who were also devotees living in 

the villages and leading the life of a householder. For the smooth and efficient 

management of the satra, various functionaries were appointed, according to 

the size and status of the satra. They were : ( 1) Bhagawati, who recited the 

Bhagavat, (2) Pathak, who read the religious texts, (3) the Deori, who 

distributed the mah-prasad after the religious prayers, ( 4) the Bharali, or 

storekeeper, (5) the Sravani, or listener, who listened to the daily recitations 
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and expositions of the scriptures, ( 6) Purohit, the priest, (7) Bar-namlagoa, 

the leader of Nam-kirtana, (8) the Bar-kakati, the chief clerk, and besides there 

were the Gayan or the singers and the Bayan, or players of musical 

instruments. 146 These officers were responsible to the Satradhikar. 

The satras began to lead the people in social discipline, culture and 

social justice. 147 Some satras maintained Sanskrit tols, under learned scholars, 

who in turn welcomed students from different parts of the state. From the early 

16th century, till about the 19th century, the satras played their role as the 

dispenser of learning and knowledge in medieval Assam. The main object of the 

satras were to propagate faith and initiate neophytes. They played their role as 

the guardians of religion and morality as they kept a watch on the moral conduct 

of the people, inculcating in them the lessons ofhumanity and discipline. The 

satras also dispensed justice in religious and social controversies. The satra 

institution also emerged as cultural centres of various art fonns like dance, 

drama, music, 148 and skill in technical arts. 

An important constituent element of the satra institution was the namghar, 

which was the congregational prayer hall. From the 16th century onwards, the 

namghar became a characteristic feature of every village. It was the socio

religious cum cultural centre of the village. The namghar served not only as a 

community prayer hall, but also as a centre for religious discussion, teachings 

and occasional dramatic performances. The namghar also served as the village 

court and tried all civil and criminal cases. They were thus public institutions, 

where the affairs were conducted on a purely democratic basis and every 

householder had an equal voice in the management of its affairs. The expenses 

of the namghar was met from the combined labour and resources of the villagers 
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- who built, repaired and worked for its upkeep. It thus fostered social solidarity 

and discipline. 149 The namghar also played its role as a centre of art and culture. 

The art of bhaona, singing and dancing and playing of instruments were all learnt 

here. 150 

The neo-Vaishnavite movement along with the Satra institutions 

represented a striking development in the social life of Assam. The movement 

propounded a kind ofliberalism as far as the social order was concerned. Equality 

and spirituality in devotional matters was also reflected in its liberal attitude, of 

accepting members from the various strata of the society, irrespective of caste 

and communal differences. Its contribution was not to deny the existing caste 

order, but to create an area where these differences had no relevance; caste thus 

lost its absolute quality. 151 The most important role played by the satras was in 

the sphere of mobilising the Indo-Mongoloid tribes and the lower caste groups 

into the larger Assamese society, to whom the doctrine of equality and practice 

of community prayer had great appeal. The faith and its institutions thus became 

a refuge for the people, specially from the lower caste-groups. The neo

Vaishnavite movement and its liberalism, also shook up the entire social structure. 

In course of time the satras which were patronised by the Ahom rulers, emerged 

as powerful organisations in terms of property, as well as the hold over the 

masses. The Satradhikar, wielded enormous command over the following and 

the satras also became a haven for the disgruntled paiks, who took refuge as 

bhakats to escape the obnoxious state service. This proved detrimental to the 

economy as well as to the society. The initial policy of conciliation by the ruling 

Ahoms, by the grant of land and concessions in tum increased the power and 

prestige of the satras. From religious organisations, the satras emerged to be 

centres of economic power, and the spiritual lords emerged a powerful group 
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of property holders with considerable political influence. Alarmed, the regime 

tried to put an end to the accretion of power and influence of the Gossains. 

These attempts led the Moamarias, a sect of the Vaishnavite cult to raise the 

banner of protest. The Moamaria rebellion, which thus broke out was a massive 

social protest, succeeded in dislodging the Ahom social structure, and weakening 

the power of the Ahom state from which it could not recover. The crisis 

manifested was the crisis of sustenance of the old order against the advancing 

changes in the Ahom state. 

Religious Impact on the Society in Medieval Assam 

The Ahoms, the scions of the great Tai race, adopted a policy of assimilation 

with the indigenous people. They assimilated the Morans, Borahis, Nagas and 

later the Chutiyas and Kacharis. This process termed as Ahomization152 expanded 

the Ahom society and had a deep socio-political significance. Socially, they 

became one among the local autocthonous groups, and because of their 

adaptability, identified with the culture and religion of the indigenous groups. 

Politically, it recognised and legitimized their political supremacy. The Ahoms, 

like the Morans, Borahis and the Kacharis, had dominant animistic beliefs, and 

this synchronised with their political socialisations. Thus celebrations of the 

Umpha, Saipha, Rik-Khawn andMe-Dam-Me-Phi and other religious festivals, 

were more a process of socialisation, rather than religious observances. 153 The 

liberal matrimony of the Ahoms outside the limits of their own respective 

exogamus clans helped the assimilation process. 

From the close of the 16th century, in the wake of the plural society that 

emerged out of the Ahom conquests, expansions and absorptions, and also due 
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to socio-political and linguistic exigencies, the Ahoms leaned towards Hinduism. 

Hinduism which had existed since the early times in the North-East India, after 

a temporary set-back due to disappearance of the kingdoms ofKamarupa, was 

revived again by the Bhuyan chiefs, and the Chutiyas. The appearance of the 

Ahoms and the Ahomization, slowed the process of Hinduization. But the 

expansion of the Ahom kingdom to the west, and the absorptions of the Bhuyans 

and the Chutiyas and the subjugation of the Koches, accelered its growth and 

development. 

The Brahamanic faith with its Hindu influence and the attended pomp, 

grandeur and elaborate rituals added dignity and decorum to the existing Ah6m 

faith. The influence had its impact. The Ahom king assumed the Hindu title 

Swarga Narayan, replacing the traditional Chao-Pha and came to be addressed 

as Swargadeo, befitting the power and image of the rising Ahom sovereign. 

The hereditary nobles (chao), also allied themselves with the Brahman literate, 

with a view to forming an expanded ruling class in due course. Siu-hum-mong, 

introduced the Saka era in place of the old system of calculating dates by the 

60 yrs. Jovian cycles. 

One dimension of the Hindu impact was the grafting of the Hindu myths 

on the Ahom legends with a view to identify all principal Tai-Ahom deities with 

gods of the Hindu pantheon, Lengdon with Indra. 154 The Ahom royal lineage was 

described as lndra- Vamshi. This deified the sovereign by attributing a sacred 

status on him, and to view any wound or blemish on his person as a 

disqualification for his office. 155 The Brahmanical influence also added substance 

to the Divine Right Theory, which in turn legitimised and violated the dynastic 

rule of the Ahom kings, before the Hindu as well as non-Hindu subjects alike. 

83 



This brought support to the monarchy without the use of force, threat or 

coercion, and helped in the integration of the cognate clans and bordering tribes, 

along with the Hindu population under one common banner. 

The establishment of the Ahom sovereignty without liquidating or expelling 

the native population, gave birth initially to a "conquest society", which after 

the cultural and linguistic assimilations transformed into a "plural society". 156 

Here theocracy was untenable and the rulers had nothing to do with religion. 

Thus, Hinduisation and patronisation of it thereof, by the Ahom rulers was the 

logical step towards sophistication of the Ahom state. It was not so much for 

religious zeal, as for political legitimization, that the faith and the process therein 

found so much patronage. 

The views of historians, 157 that the Ahoms accepted Hinduization as a 

deliberate policy appears untenable. It was more the language, than the religion 

that helped assimilation. The side-tracking of their Ahom religion and language, 

in favour of the Hindu religion and Assamese language, was a sound and expedient 

policy on the part of the Ahom rulers. It resulted in an unity and integrity, which 

in turn gave birth to a greater Assamese nationality replacing the very character 

of the Ahom monarchy. Before long the 'Ahom' became a generic name signifying 

a handful of ruling caste. It helped in the emergence of an Assamese state, that 

was no longer typically Ahom. 

The Hinduisation process had other dimensions to it. The use of religion 

as a political cement, led to the liberal patronisation of other religions and 

religious sect. The neo-Vaishnavite movement was the product of the social 

circumstances of the time. The adoption of the simple, yet ingenous means, the 
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Bhakti cult against the Brahmanical ritualism and casteism, soon made it a popular 

cult. It magnetically drew some of the ruling Ahoms, as well as the Brahmans 

into its fold, in addition to the ethnic masses, who were attracted by its 

democratic elements, against the authoritarian rule. At one stroke the Divine 

Right Theory on which the concept of the Ahom sovereign was built up by the 

Brahmanical influence was rudely shaken by the Neo-Vaishnavite movement. 

The movement which drew large number of followers on account of its 

preachings of equality became an agency of gradual change from animism to 

Hinduism; from pile-house dwelling to mud-plinth-house dwelling; from the 

practice of a burial of the dead to cremation; from languages Tai and tribal to 

Assamese; and above all from slash and burn to permanent wet cultivation to 

where it was yet to spread. Towards the close of the 17th century, the Neo

Vaishnavite mainstream no longer remained a lower caste challenge to the feudal 

social inequalities. It began to receive state patronage and found increasing favour 

with large royal grants of rent free lands and serfs on an unprecedented scale. 

The movement and its leaders soon turned into an agency of collaboration with 

the Ahom rulers, as royal recognition of a title to the headship of the satra 

meant the command over a large number of people and enormous wealth and 

power. This increase in wealth and power, soon led to a crisis in the Ahom state, 

from which it never recovered. 

Another very important aspect of Hinduization process, was the process 

of detribalization and Sanskritization. As M.N. Srinivas has remarked, 

"Sanskritization is not confined to Hindu castes but also occurs among tribal 

and semi-tribal groups ... " .158 It denotes a process of change in customs, rituals, 

ideology and way of life in the direction of a high caste, signifying acculturation 
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and upward mobility. In medieval Assam, the tribal people had their own 

indigenous beliefs. They believed in the one supreme being as the creator, and 

attributing him with the qualities of omnipresence and omnipotence with distinct 

tribal names. The Abors called him Donyi-polo;159 the Mishmis as Khynjim;160 

the Karbis, Hephatim;161 the Semas, Alhou;162 the Mikirs, Puthen;163 the Lushais, 

Pathian, the Garos, Saljong; 164 and the Khasis, Ubi ei .165 Among the plains tribes, 

the Bodo-Kacharis, the Chutiyas, the Morans, the Lalungs, the Deoris and others 

had allied religious beliefs. The premier tribe the Bodo-Kacharis called their 

Supreme being as Obong Lahori, Anan Gosai, Aham Guru etc. These tribes 

had their own indigenous ways of worship. It was pure animism. 166 

These tribal groups were however, gradually and systematically absorbed 

into the Aryan system through influence, proselytisation and conversion. The 

process which had gained momentum in the 7th century, under the patronage of 

the Hinduized Kings, assumed a new dimension with the advent of the Ahoms 

and the establishment of political hedgemony. 

The process of sanskritization usually followed a process of initiation by 

a Hindu Gossain of certain selected families of aboriginal tribes, residing near 

the Hindu villages. It took the form of counselling and promises of honourable 

position in the Hindu society and upward mobility. Tribals were offered options 

of either embracing Hinduism completely, or receive initiation (saran) from a 

Hindu Gossain, who assumed the position of a spiritual guide. 167 Either way, the 

new converts had to change their dwellings, utensils and ways oflife, and were 

placed in a khel of strict regulation of moral precepts prescribed, and forbidden 

food and drink. The converts on fulfilment of the condition were allowed 

admission in the caste Hindu society, though for three generations from date of 
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conversion were not assigned pure Hindu status. From the third generation 

onward were given the position of the Koch caste in the Hindu caste heirarchy.168 

Sanskritization had profound and far-reaching impact on the aboriginal 

tribals of the region. It involved a process of detribalization. Vaishnavism secured 

a firm foothold among the Noctes ofTirap district in Arunachal and Mishings. 

The Mishings, who came under constant influence of various religions, 

particularly Hinduism, led to the emergence of the Bhaktiya cult, an admixture 

of the Mishings and Neo-Vaishnavism cum Tantricism, with their religious 

functions being conducted by the help of the bhakats. The Khamtis were 

followers of Buddhism, whereas the Daflas, the Khasis and Jayantias and the 

Garos all came under the influence ofHinduism. The Jayantias offered sacrifices 

to Kali and Durga. 169 

Hinduism also made a marked influence on the tribals of the plains. The 

process of Sanskritization among the Bodo-Kacharis reached its climateric in 

the 17th, 18th and the 19th centuries. The ruling Dimasa Rajas Govindachandra 

Narayan, Birdarpa Narayan, and Harish Chandra II, became Hinduised, adopted 

the Vedic rites and rituals and professed devotion to the Hindu Gods Vishnu, 

Kali and Siva. 170 The last named ruler even attributed the birth of his sons 

Krishnachandra and Govindachandra, to his worship of Siva and his firm 

conviction in Hinduism. The Bodo-Kacharis thus called themselves Hindus, 

identified their chief deity Bathou with Siva, and their female deity Mainao 

with Parvati, Durga and Kamakhya. The Bodo trinity - Rang, Rachi and 

Moitahachi is paralleled with the Hindu trinity- Brahma, Vishnu and Mahesvara. 

Chanting of Vedic hymns, initiation into the teachings of Bengali saint Anukul 

Thakur were results of the Hindu influence.171 Other tribal groups like the Mikirs, 
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Lalungs, Chutiyas, Deoris, Rabhas etc. succumbed to the universal sanskritization. 

The Chutiyas identified their deities Gira and Girasi with Siva and Shakti, 

worshipped as mother goddess Kechaikhaiti. The Koch Rajvamsis, the Lalungs 

and the Rabhas, identified their gods with the Hindu Gods Siva, Mahadev and 

Parvati. The Morans accepted Hinduism, though a section of them embraced 

Vaishnavism and called themselves Moamariyas. 172 

The process of sanskritization thus continued during the century under 
.,-

review. But as the movement and settlement from the hills to the plains 

continued, the process was halting and never complete. The semi-tribal semi

feudal state formations progressively acquired marked anti-tribal features. The 

ruling tribal families adopted Hinduism, but did not aspire for higher caste status. 

An important implication, was that there was no caste cleavage between the 

commoners and the ruling hierarchy within the same tribe. The Ahoms, Kacharis, 

Koch and Chutiya tribes were admitted into the Hindu society with a status much 

inferior to that of the four high castes in the Hindu hierarchy. 173 The role of 

Neo-Vaishnavism in the sanskritization process could not be under estimated. 

The movement had its appeal to the peasantry. It offered limited opportunity for 

an upward social mobility, and imbued them with a sense ofhuman dignity. 174 
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