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CHAPTER VI 

SOCIAL CHANGES UNDER THE BRITISH 

Historians of the colonial period attribute a new phase of progress in the 

Assamese mind in the early 19th century to the result of (a) three-fold impact 

of a British administration and western education, (b) the propaganda and 

activities of the missionaries and (c) the impact of the so-called Bengal 

renaissance. 1 It was also the interplay of the three closely related forces of 

economic, governmental and missionary objectives in terms of which the social 

scientists have analysed social change. 2 

Western Education 

The introduction of western education and its progress in Assam, was one 

of the main factors that heralded a social change in the region. 

In the caste-structured Hindu society, it was the Brahmans who had the 

monopoly to function as teachers and officiate as priests. They imparted religious 

and secular knowledge in the to/s and pathsalas, through the medium of Sanskrit. 

Education was thus confined to the priestly classes, scribes and a few others 

confined with the Government. 3 To the official aristocracy, literary education 

was not a necessity for their respective calling. 

But under the colonial rule the introduction of western education was of 

immense historical importance. Education was one of the instruments through 
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which British colonialism sought to maintain and strengthen its domination over 

the region. 

In the early years, the British education policy centred around the 

'Downward Filtration Theory', 4 a unique experiment of educating the elite and 

through them the natives. It was with the appointment of the General Committee 

of Public Instruction in 1823, that definite steps were taken for the promotion 

of education of the natives oflndia. Macaulay's minute of 7th March 1835, laid 

down "that the greatest object of the British Government ought to be the 

promotion of European literature and science among the natives of India" .5 Thus 

began the dual effort made by the British Government and the Christian 

Missionaries for the spread of education among the people of the country. In 

Assam also the two main agencies for the spread of education were the (i) British 

Government and (ii) the Christian missionaries. As early as 1828, David Scott 

established eleven schools, one each in Guwahati, Nilachal, Pati Darrang, Hajo, 

Bajali, Seela, Biswanath, Nowgong, Desh Darrang and two in Na Duars,6 where 

education was already given in the sastrm; through the medium ofSanskrit. 7 In 

1831, Adam White, in collaboration with James Rae, a Christian missionary, 

founded a school at Guwahati, where Bengali translations of English works on 

science formed part of the curriculum. 8 

These caused dissatisfaction and resentment among the old privileged 

aristocracy, who had lost their political power and influence following the British 

occupation. As an appeasement policy, Scott had employed some such officials 

even though they did not possess the type of education that the British system 

of administration required. But they found it difficult to cope with the mass of 

writings for Government transactions, and "proved not only incompetent but 

184 



mere sources of headache to the European official" .9 Consequently 'men of 

business of inferior rank' were imported from neighbouring Bengal. Bengali 

now introduced as the language of the court and schools was all the more to 

their advantage. These people from Bengal soon occupied the posts of teachers 

in the newly founded schools and were absorbed in official posts in various 

departments asAmlahs. In this way, the introduction of english education into 

the region led to the displacement of the local people out of their rightful 

position. Looking at the development of colonialism in other parts of India, 

where the aristocracy was not the favoured lot of the British Raj, in Assam also 

they were considered obstacles to political administration. Thus, the lack of 

education might not have been the sole factor of their displacement. The first 

series of uprisings of the aristocracy in 1830s caused apprehension to the British 

rule. 10 

Jenkins in 1834 apprehensive of the reactions of the people at their 

displacement suggested measures to provide education as a remedial measure. 11 

Jenkins also felt that improper treatment of the official aristocracy would appear 

as a strong obstacle in the consolidation of the new regime. He was further of 

the opinion that education should be a government responsibility and that "to 

leave the natives alone would approach nearly to parental neglect of the 

children" .12 Thus to further sidetrack the aristocracy, who were likely to create 

problems and remove the resentment among the people, the government decided 

to undertake the education of the masses. 

Jenkins, in June 1835 established an English school at Guwahati, with Mr. 

Singer as Headmaster. The school (Collegiate School) which had an enrolment 

of 58 students in 1835, increased to 150 in 1838, and 380 at the end of 1840. 13 
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This development had its effects. Jenkins was right when he hoped that, 

"When the upper classes perceive, there is no other road for distinction than 

through the attainment of superior information and the means of procuring it 

for their children is put within their reach, they will not allow them to be surpassed 

by those of the inferior rank". 14 The upper classes began to seize the 

opportunities for education. Moreover, with the opening of public service to 

only the educated, the higher orders showed their eagerness to get their sons 

educated, and also became patrons of proposed institutions. Mention may be 

made of The Raja of Cooch Behar, The Choudhury of Dharampur, Dayaram 

Baruah, Juggoram Phukan, the Sadar A min Guwahati, who made contributions 

of over a thousand rupees to the Guwahati school. 15 The Guwahati school, with 

its increasing enrolment, marked the beginning of a new era in the progress of 

education among the Assamese people. 

The Guwahati school generated demands for schools elsewhere. In 1841, 

English branch schools sprang up at Pandu, Nilachal, Beltola, Amingaon, and 

North Guwahati, entirely at public expense, with a numerical strength of 600. 16 

In the same year an English school was established at Sibsagar and branch schools 

at Jorhat and Jaypur. 17 This was indicative of the fact that public enthusiasm for 

English education was growing up in Assam. 

The introduction of the new revenue measures in 1833-4, requiring the 

service of a number of minor revenue officers, like the Thakurias, Gaon Kakotis 

etc. and the introduction ofwrittenpattas, which followed the revenue reforms 

of 1834, necessitated knowledge of the 3 Rs' even among the villagers in the 

interior, lest they be deceived by the amlahs in the courts. 18 There thus grew a 

demand for schools even in the villages. And in 1835, twenty-one village-schools 
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were established in Kamrup and in Nagaon and Darrang in the next two years. By 

1843, the number of such schools increased to twenty-two in Kamrup. 19 By 

1857-8, the number of village-schools stood at seventy-eight with a total 

enrolment of about three thousand. 20 Instruction was imparted in these village 

schools in Bengali on elementary reading, writing and arithmatic, while at the 

sadar schools the two departments of English and Bengali were opened. 

The village schools were placed under the supervision of Mz~fassil 

Committees constituted with the Choudhury, Patgiri and few respectable men 

of the locality, while Local Comittees were set up at the Sadar Station with the 

Principal Assistant as Chairman. This was an important step as the control of 

the educational institutions were gradually passing into the hands of the local 

people. But when in 1841, William Robinson was appointed Inspector of Schools, 

to affect vigilant control and uniformity of education/1 neither the collectors, 

nor the teachers and students were satisfied. To the former, it meant loss of 

control over the institutions in their jurisdiction, and to the latter it was the loss 

of prospects of being personally noticed by the Collector, in whose hands lay 

the control of appointments. This is indicative of the fact that education was 

needed only for employment. Although the situation was remedied by making 

the Inspector responsible only for Public Instruction, and leaving much of the 

responsibility with the local authorities, the inaccessibility of the village schools 

and the difficulties of communication, allowed the Inspectors visits once a year 

or once in two years. 22 

However, the quality of education imparted was not very satisfactory. 2:; 

And inspite of the reports of Mills24 and W. W. Hunter, 25 the education did not 

equip the people for employment. As Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, wrote in his 
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petition that "The education which they (British) afford is of the simplest and 

most elementary kind; the students seldom aspire to a higher knowledge than a 

mere acquaintance with simple reading and writing ... The knowledge which they 

acquire seldom makes them fit for discharging any higher duties than those of a 

Gaon Kakoti or village accountant ..... ". 26 Even at the sadar schools, the results 

were equally disappointing. Until 1854, "not a single student has been able to 

acquire even the standard laid down for Junior scholarships in the Government 

schools and colleges. 27 

Education, under the colonial rulers imparted through the medium of 

English and Bengali led to a movement for the revival and re-introduction of the 

Assamese language in schools and courts. A. H. Danforth, a member of the 

American Baptist Mission, Guwahati pointed out that the deplorable condition 

of education in Assam was because "Education was growing up here nearly as a 

foreign plant. '128 Bengali was seldom spoken and English incomprehensible. 

Learning a foreign language as a subject and a language of instruction was difficult 

for the beginner. It led to a rapid fall in the enrolment of the Guwahati school 

almost from the first year. So much so that in 1844, English was made optional 

and the schools in Guwahati and Sibsagar were made Anglo-Vernacular schools. 

However one has to mention that prior to 1844, the lure of government jobs 

attracted most of the students to the English departments. 

The crusade for the re-introduction of Assamese in schools and courts 

became stronger, and coincided with the visit of A.J.M. Moffat Mills in 1853. 

Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, was one of the strong proponents of the re

introduction. Citing the various defects in the system associated with Bengali, 

he stated " In our humble opinion the following arrangements appear to be best 
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calculated to promote the cause of education -viz the substitution, in the schools 

of the vernacular language in lieu of Bengali; the publication of a series of 

popular works on the different branches of native and European knowledge in 

the Assamese language, the establishment of a normal school to train up a body 

ofteachers, and the creation of a separate department for the study of Sanskrit 

in the several vernacular schools" .29 Mills also reported in favour of the re

introduction of the Assamese language. The greatest support came from the 

American Baptist missionaries/0 Bronson, Nathan Brown, J. Stoddard and 

Danforth. 

The movement also received a strong filip from the Woods Despatch of 

1854, which recommended education of the masses at the high, middle and 

primary schools through the system of Grants-in-aid. The establishment of 

vernacular, middle vernacular and zilla schools were also recommended. 

Although statistical in nature, the Anglo-Vernacular school at Guwahati and 

Sibsagar were upgraded to Zilla schools in 1856-7. 31 

Success came when on the 9th April 1873, the Government decided in 

favour of the re-introduction of Assamese language in the courts and schools in 

the Brahmaputra Valley, subject to the condition that when a class of 12 or more 

boys for it. Bengali may be separately taught as a language. 32 Western education 

thus created a revivalist trend in the Assamese society. 

Learning through the mother-tongue and the establishment of vernacular 

schools however, did not show an improvement in the output. Earlier in 1858, 

the Gauhati School was affiliated to the entrance examination of the Calcutta 

University and in 1861, two students were successful from the school at 
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Dibrugarh in 1864, Tezpur andNagaon (1865) and Goalparaand Silchar(in 1868). 

In 1866 the Collegiate section was started at the Gauhati school. Anglo

Vernacular schools were also started at Goalpara, Jorhat, Mangaldoi and Barpeta.33 

But the results were unsatisfactory as evident from the following table.34 

Table lA : Showing the results of the entrance examination 

1869 1870 1871 1872 1873 1874 

Appeared 2 6 10 5 1 2 

Passed l 4 3 - - -

The above table gives an index of the state of higher education in Assam 

and in 1876, the school was reverted to its former status. The failures have been 

attributed to the slow growth of feeder institutions, the dearth of duly qualified 

teachers and the medium of instruction. The situation was however said to have 

improved by the restoration of the Assamese language and the reconstitution of 

the province in 1874 and a separate Directorate of Education. This was evident 

from the increase in the primary schools as shown below :35 

1871 - 72 
1882- 83 
1899 

1902 

204 
1,351 
2,800 

3534 

There was a similar upward trend discemable in secondary schools with 

the total number of high shools in 1881-82 being 11 with an enrolment of 2264 

and an increase in the successful candidates of the First examination. 36 
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Inspite of these developments, it was quite evident, as corroborated by 

Mills Report, that only the products of English schools secured government 

employment. The vernacular and middle vernacular schools although established 

by the government in response to demands, did not fulfill any of the objectives, 

namely that of equipping the students for jobs. 

Western education, and the minimal progress evident after 1874 generated 

demands among the people for higher education. The failure of the Collegiate 

experiment did not lessen the demands. And in 1872, the Murari Chand College 

was started at Sylhet, through the munificence of Raja Girish Chandra Roy, 

Zamindar ofSylhet. It was maintained out of fees and donations of the founder 

till 1912, when it was recognised by the Government. 

In Assam the demand for a college received serious attention. In 1899, 

through the efforts ofManik Chandra Baruah, with the support of the then Chief 

Commissioner, Sir Henry John Steadman Cotton, and representations from 

eminent people all over Assam, the Cotton College was formally opened on 1 7 

June 1901, with F.W. Sudmerson as the first principal of the college.37 Cotton 

College marked the beginning of an era in the progress of education in Assam. 

Some progress was also noticeable in other branches of education. In 1891-

92, law classes were started in government high schools in Sylhet, Silchar, 

Guwahati and Sibsagar. 38 Technical education made a beginning with the 

Williamson Artisan School, Dibrugarh in 1872.39 From a beginning in the 

instruction of the manufacture of boats and carts, classes were started for 

overseers, as well as mechanical classes, for carpenters and blacksmiths. The 

establishment of Berry-White Medical school in 1900,40 marked a distinct 
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advance in the educational progress of Assam. These developments are indicative 

of the fact that education made the people responsive to welcome change and 

development. 

In the last part of the nineteenth century and early twentieth centucy, despite 

the fact that, higher education in Assam was at its unfancy, the establishment of 

the institutions marked an auspicious beginning. Yet one cannot fail to notice 

that Assam lagged far behind the rest of India in the progress of education. The 
T 

development which began as early as 1813,41 culminated with the establishment 

of the three universities in the Presidency towns of Bombay, Madras and Calcutta 

in 1856. But in Assam, although in the beginning of the twentieth centucy, a 

network of schools and colleges had made their appearance, primacy and mass 

education lagged behind. Thus, while some progress was made in English 

education, vernaculars were left standing at the post. This was apparent from the 

fact that only students from English schools could aspire for higher education 

and were absorbed in the government jobs. Thus neglect of mass education, lack 

of higher, technical and vocational education, and methods of teaching were 

some of the important features of education in the nineteenth century Assam. 

Propaganda and the Activities of the Missionaries 

Though inspired by the proselytising spirit, the contributions made by the 

Christian Missionaries towards heralding a social change in Assam, was notable. 

The work of the Missionaries in Assam was facilitated from the beginning by 

the patronage it received from the East India Company. As early as 1829, James 

Rae, of the British Baptists set up a Anglo-Bengali School at Guwahati, which 

was however wound up in 1836,42 and the Christian Missionary activities 
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witnessed a lull till the coming of the coming of the American Baptist 

Missionaries. 

The advent of the American Baptist missionaries in Assam can be dated to 

the period of Francis Jenkins in 1836. Although guided by motives that were 

partly evangelical, partly political and also partly commercial, the presence of 

the American Missionaries in Assam was considered necessary for the 

consolidation of its commercial empire in the East. Thus, missionary activity in 

Assam, began with the early development of tea industry in the region. C.A. 

Bruce's wife, stationed at Sadiya, tried to carry out evangelical missions and 

establish schools, to subdue the Singpho and Khamti tribes. 43 These early 

beginnings and the support and encouragement received from Jenkins, 44 was 

followed by the arrival of Reverends Nathan Brown and Oliver T. Cutter, with 

their families and a printing press. The Khamti rebellion of 1839, and the near 

annihilation of the Sadiya Mission, was followed by the shifting of the mission 

to Jaypur and thence to Sibsagar. This was followed by setting up of missions at 

Nowgong in 1841, Guwahati in 1843, by Rev. Bronson and Rev. Barker 

respectively. -.~s 

Nonetheless, it goes to the credit of the missionaries, for undertaking 

pioneering efforts in education in the Brahmaputra valley. By 1845, three schools 

were opened under Bronson in Nowgong, and fourteen in Sibsagar under Brown 

and Oliver Cutter. Later five more schools were established in Kamrup under 

Reverend Barker of the American Baptist Mission. These schools had an average 

attendance of347 students. 46 To house the orphans and the destitutes, boarding 

schools were established in Nowgong, Guwahati and Sibsagar. The missionaries 

preferred Assamese to English as the medium of instruction, and they thus learnt 
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the regional language, translated English works into vernacular and published 

books for the use of the pupils. Bronson had remarked on his arrival at Nowgong, 

"As soon as my object was known, my house was thronged with people of all 

classes, who came for books ... ". 47 Besides religion, the teachers imparted 

instructions in the 3R's and usually on some arts. Bronson opened up an industrial 

school at Namsang, and another at Nowgong. 48 

Besides the Brahmaputra Valley, the Missionaries also spread to other parts 

of the North-east, with the same zeal. In 1841 Rev. Lish of Welsh Calvinistic 

Mission started several vernacular schools for the pupils of the Khasi-Jayantia 

hills at Cherrapunji, Mawsmai, and Mawmhut. 49 In 1842 Thomas Jones who 

succeeded Lish, instructed the Khasi children and adults in the principles of 

Christianity, through their mother tongue, and also to teach their fellow men. 

English schools were also established in the K & J Hills by the missionaries. 

Rev. W.E. Witter and wife also had missions in the Naga Hills, one at Molong 

and another at Kohima, where efforts were made to preach the Gospel to the 

Nagas. Here the missions had the help of an Assamese preacher Rev. Godhula 

B. Brown. Schools were established in these hills and taught by members of the 

Sibsagar church. A girls school was taught by a Naga girl. These schools were 

aided by a government grant ofRs. 520.00. 50 

The Woods Despatch of 1854, supporting the missionary efforts, 

recommended grant-in-aid to mission schools to a large extent than ever before. 

In pursuance of this recommendation, a grant of Rs. 50, a month was made to 

the Welsh Presbyterian Mission ofKhasi and Jayantia Hills for the payment of 

the teachers and purchase of books. 51 For the purpose of establishing schools 

among the Kacharis in Darrang, Rs. 50 per month was also sanctioned in 1854. 52 
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Three schools among the Kacharis and Miris were opened in Darrang in 1855 

under the superintendence of C.E. Hesselmeyer, a missionary of the 'Society 

for the propagation of Gospel. 53 A normal school was also established for the 

training ofKachari youths as preachers and teachers, was aided by the government 

grant ofRs. 1,800.54 Missionary work established schools in the Garo hills as 

well, with as many as 35 with 662 pupils. 

These developments were indicative of the fact, that much was done for 

the spread of elementary education in Assam by the missionaries. So much so 

that although the attitude of the Government of India towards the missionaries 

underwent a change, in Assam, this sudden change was felt to be highly injurious 

to the existing system. Thus, on the suggestion ofW.S. Atkinson, Director of 

Public Instruction, Bengal, the authorities in Assam were allowed the discretion 

to work in their better judgement. Thus liberal grants were extended to the 

missionaries for their education work in Assam. 55 It was not only in education 

but also in other social issues like education for women, creating an awareness 

towards social evils, that the missionaries played a commendable role. 

Female Education 

An important obstacle to social change in Assam, was the near lack of 

education among women. Although in the medieval times, women were held in 

high esteem in society, their education was sadly neglected. The daughters of 

some of the affluent and enlightened families received the rudiments of the 

3Rs at home, but the general consensus among the masses, that no one would 

marry a girl if she could read or write, 56 led to the neglect. 

195 



"Skill in weaving, cooking and husking paddy is considered greater 

accomplishments in a girl than all her knowledge in reading, writing and 

arithmatic. Besides, a girl is great help to her mother attending to little babies, 

including other domestic works ... to this a servant is necessary to attend her 

to and from the school", 

Reported the Deputy Inspector of Schools, Nowgong, explaining the difficulties 

in the progress of female education. 57 

The earliest supporter of female education emerged in Haliram Dhekial 

Phukan, who wrote anonymous letters in Bengali newspapers to create a public 

opinion. Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, not only advocated, but also took the lead 

in educating the female members of his family. 58 

The first steps were also taken by the missionaries. Their monthly journal 

the 'Onmudoi' played a leading role in espousing the cause of womens' education 

in Assam. 59 In addition the missionaries started a few schools for girls. In 183 7 

the first school was started by Mrs. Cutter at Sadiya, followed by Mrs. Brown at 

Sibsagar in ( 1840), Bronson at Nagaon in 1843. Mrs. Barker established a girls 

school at Guwahati in 1850. Mrs. Brown had also girls boarding school of 

thirteen pupils, and Mrs. Barker had an Eurasian girls class of three pupils at 

Nowgong.60 But these initial efforts were met by the reluctance among the high 

caste Hindus to send their daughters to Christian schools to study. In the early 

period inspite of the spread of western education, awareness in this regard could 

not be generated. The missionaries thus had to depend on the lower caste girls. 

As remarked by Mrs. Brown : "as heathen parents would not commit their 

children to the care of a christian teacher, our pioneer missions went out into 
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the high-ways and by-ways and sought the orphan and the homeless" .61 

Mrs. Brown also made the following entry in her diary, regarding their 

efforts at female education "Two of the women ... finished the 'First Reading 

Book' today, a great day for Assam l I do not think the Herculean task of two 

married women having learned to read has ever before been accomplished in 

this province ... ". 62 It was indeed a difficult task to overcome prejudices and 

ridicule, to teach and also be taught. The missionaries not only collected the 

orphans and homeless to start schools, but also went door to door, to make the 

people understand the need for female education for social upliftment. They 

even gave away free gifts and lucrative amounts to attract the girls to the school. 

In these schools, besides reading and writing, instructions were imparted on 

singing, sewing, knittin~ weaving, and domestic works. 63 The Missionaries also 

tried to access the private homes to give instructions to ladies of high castes, 

who never left their home, and the response by 1886 was not only a welcome 

but also a hearing, though there was some opposition among the Brahmins and 

Mussalmans.64 lt was thus apparent that the progress of female education was 

hampered by a strong public opinion against it. 

But following the Wood's Despatch of 1854, which laid stress on education 

of women, the first government primary school for girls was opened in 1860-1 

at Sibsagar, followed by schools at Gauhati and Sibsagar in the next two years. 65 

Yet, despite these endeavours, the progress of female education was distressingly 

slow. In 1874-5 the total number of girls receiving primary education was 857 

and this showed that out of every 10,000 female the percentage of literate stood 

at 4.33. 66 Statistics show that in 1880-1 the number ofprimary schools for girls 

was 44, and at the close of the century stood at 202 with 3,159 students in the 
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Assam Valley.67 However, some success was noticeable in the Khasi and Jayantia 

Hills. Despite the superstition that a female who touched books would remain 

childless, Mrs. Lewis opened the first girls school in the hills, and succeeded in 

having a class with fourteen girls receiving instruction in "Mother's Gift" and 

Christian instructor.68 In 1901 it was 34 in 1000.69 But progress was still limited, 

as even in 1897-8, the number of primary schools for girls in the province 

including the hills was 235, with an enrolment of 3823 and the middle schools 

3 with 235 pupils. 70 Thus, in 1891 there were 2.2% literate women out of every 

1000 and in 1901 it was 4 in every 1000 women. 71 Again the lack of public 

opinion for the spread of female education was evident from the fact that at the 

close of the centmy although the number of private institution for boys stood at 

91, the number of similar institutions for girls was nil. 72 

This has been attributed not only to prejudice, but also to economy. As it 

was not economically viable to educate a girl, as was the case with boys. A 

knowledge of the 3Rs with a little history and geography was considered more 

than necessary. Even among the advocates of female education, there was a strong 

reluctance to allow girls to become doctors and lawyers. An article in the Mau 

argued, "who will accept a woman as his wife, if sitting with a patient she feels 

his pulse, examines his tongue, touches lower part of his body and making 

querries not befitting her modesty so essential for a woman?'73 Thus, it was 

evident, that even towards the close of the nineteenth century, the social outlook 

towards issues like female education had not changed much. Although schools 

were started, and the trend was one favouring education for women, the 19th 

century had not turned out any educated women of note. Yet the nineteenth 

century developments stood as a precursor to the later developments. The change 

that was discemable, was the beginning of an awareness towards education for 
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women, and also among the women to get themselves educated. 

Renaissance in Assamese language and literature 

An Impact of education 

The spread of English education and western thought in Assam contained 

in it the seeds of renaissance, which echoed the renaissance in India, particularly 

Bengal, in the nineteenth century. The new language gave them access, to Bacon, 

Darwin, Spencer, Locke, Mill, Adam Smith, Carlyl and Ruskin, 74 and having read 

them, a social, liberal, scientific and rational outlook developed. 75 It led to social 

transformations. The impact was keenly felt in the vernacular literature of the 

country. The literature reflected the spirit of the age and it became a medium 

through which an old culture was seen to be in transition to a new. 76 

Although Assam came under the British rule almost 75 years later than the 

rest of India, the impact of English education was evident on all aspects of the 

provincial life. The change that took place in Assamese literature during the 

nineteenth century was not a gradual transition from the earlier stage, but a sudden 

change that was the imposition of a foreign model from above. 77 Assamese 

literary works prior to the nineteenth century were of a religious or semi

religious nature, authored by the Vaishnava saints or their devotees. Under the 

western impact, a new type of Assamese literature was born in which the central 

focus shifted from God to man. 78 New themes and modes of expression were 

adopted. A variety ofliterary forms like the sonnet, blank verse, love lyric, the 

elegy, tragedy, satire, short story and novels made their appearance in the 

Assamese literature of the nineteenth century. The obsession of religion and 

mythology began to fade. The intensification of the secular spirit of the nineteenth 
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centuty led to the development of a new awareness about men and society which 

engendered the spirit of social criticism and nationalism 79 as was evident in the 

later reforms of the social customs. 

The preparatory ground for florescense of Assamese literature was initiated 

by the American Baptists, Nathan Brown and Miles Bronson. The former is 

credited with the first Grammatical Notes of the Assamese langauge (1848) 

and the latter completed and published the first lexicon80 ( 1867). The Orunodoi, 

a monthly journal, and the harbinger of a new trend in Assamese literature was 

published by the Baptist missionaries. Disseminating western thought and 

learning, the Orunodoi contained informative knowledge of science, history, 

geography, news and views81 and for over thirty years, 'it inspired the younger 

generation of the Assamese and paved the way for an intellectual awakening. 82 

They also wrote text books in Assamese. Their most notable effort was in 

Assamese translations of the Bible. Classics like Pilgrims Progress and many 

other works83 which became forerunners of the Assamese novels. They thus 

opened the door to the west and brought about a renaissance in Assamese 

literature. 

The Baptist Missionaries initiated the movement for breaking the shackles 

around the Assamese language, under which it was placed by the introduction of 

Bengali in lieu of Assamese in the schools and courts of Assam in 1836. This 

anomally was noticed by A.J.M. Mills, Sadar Judge during his visit to Assam in 

1853. He remarked 'an English youth is not taught Latin until he is well grounded 

in English, and in the same manner an Assamese should not be taught a foreign 

language until he knows his own. 84 The battle was taken up by English-educated 

Assamese youths, like Anandaram Dhekial Phukan (1829 -59). His 
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representation to Mills in 'observations on the Administration of Assam', 85 and 

several articles in the Orunodoi, were in support of the reinstatement of the 

Assamese language. 'A felv remarks on the Assamese language and on 

Vernacular Education (1855), which he wrote under the penname 'Native', his 

Asamiya Lorar Mitra in two parts (1859), were appeals in the strong sense for 

the reintroduction of Assamese. Convinced the British reintroduced Assamese 

in 1873. 

The influence of the renaissance in Bengali literature through the writings 

of Michael Madhusudan Dutta, Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, Biharilal Chakravarti, 

Rabindra Nath Tagore, could not be ignored. A few sons and wards of the aftluent 

few, who proceeded to Calcutta, like Haliram Dhekial Phukan (1802- 32) and 

Juggaram Khargaria Phukan, through their writings ushered in a new era. 86 

Haliram Dhekial Phukan'sAssam Buranji first published in 1829 in Bengal was 

the first printed History of the region in any language, 87 The contributions of 

Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, through his writings in crusading for the Assamese 

language has already been mentioned. He was one of the major contributors to 

the Orunudoi. Hemchandra Barna and Gunaviram Barua followed the path laid 

down by the Dl}ekial Phukans the former in his two monumental works, Grammar 

ofAssamese language (1856) and Hem Kos (1900)88 laid the foundation ofthe 

Assamese language and literature on a solid foundation. Besides literary works, 

he wrote Adipath and Pathmala, text books for the Assamese pupils, thus 

contributing to mass education. Gunaviram Barua heralded a new era by the 

publications of his Assam Buranji ( 1884 ), an objective and analytical, 

comprehensive history of modern times; the first Assamese modern drama Ram 

Navami Natak ( 1857), the first Assamese biography 'Anandaram Dhekial 

Phukanar Jihan Charitra ( 1880) and the first Assamese journal Jihan Bandhu. 
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Unlike the missionaries under Gunabhiram Baruah, Assamese prose reached its 

perfection 'instead of being an instrument for proselytisation' like the 

mlSSlOnarleS. 

The establishment of 'Asamiya Bhasa Unnati-Sadhini Sabhd by the 

Assamese youths in Calcutta on 25 August 1888, was a landmark in the history 

of Assamese language and literature. The comprehensive scheme of the society 

was "to remove all grammatical and orthographical anomalies ... to use suitable 

words removing defective ones, ...... to remove wants of our language by 

translating from Sanskrit or other language .... and to create standard language 

all through Assam". 89 The Sabha effectively established branches at Kohima, 

Dibrugarh, Sibsagar, Nowgong, Tezpur, Barpeta, Jorhat, North-Lakhimpur and 

Guwahati. The nuclei of the society's leadership consisted of men like Ramakanta 

Barkakoti, Chandra Kumar Agarwala, Lakshminath Bezbaruah, Ananda Chandra 

Gupta, Kanaklal Baruah, Hem Chandra Goswami, Padmanath Gohain Baruah, 

Upendra N ath Baruah and Laksheswar Sarmah. The leading members of the Sabha 

Lakshminath Bezbarua, Chandra Kumar Agarwala and Hem Chandra Goswami 

became the 'Trinity' of literary renaissance in Assamese literature. These men 

emerged as the spokesmen for social reform in the nineteenth century Assam. 

While hitting out at the hypocrisy and pretensions of the Assamese orthodox 

society, through their articles and short stories, they spoke in favour of women's 

education and widow remarriage. 90 Newspapers like the Jonaki, Banhi, Mau, 

Bijuli, emerged as harbingers of a new trend. The critical spirit evident in the 

writings of men like Gunabhiram Barna, Lakshminath Bezbarua and others were 

responsible for bringing Assam into the mainstream of Indian nationalism in 

the next century. 
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Impact of the Bengal Renaissance 

As mentioned, an important factor of social change in Assam was the contact 

with the west and with Bengal. The latter course which began since the closing 

years of the eighteenth century was accelerated with the improvements in 

transport and communication, under the aegis of the colonial rulers. Thus, the 

changes evident in the Assamese society after British occupation, can be 

attributed to the two process of impact of the West and Bengal. The chief carriers 

of the influence from Bengal were those who had been to Calcutta for higher 

education. Others were inspired by the Bengali periodicals like Samachar 

Darpan and Dig Darshan. The Orunudoi, the mouthpiece of the American 

Baptist Mission also played its role by publishing news and views regarding the 

socio-cultural progress in the Bengal of that time. 91 The Bengali language in the 

schools and courts and the interaction between the Bengali teachers and 

Assamese students also played their role in making an impact. 

Thus, the impact of Bengal was not only limited to the influence of the 

Bengali renaissance in Assamese literature, but was much wider and even 

included dress, food-habits etc. The influence of Bengal was discemable in the 

use of the Sari by the women in the district of Goal para and Surma valley. 92 The 

Assamese gentry also evinced a liking for the Punjabi (long shirt), Shawl, and 

Santipurdhuti of the Bengalis.93 The use of shoes which was previously 

interdicted became general amongst officials and commoners alike. 94 Since the 

1870s, Hunter refers to a growing demand among the villages for imported cotton 

clothes, blankets and readymade coats. Worship of Durga, Kali and Chandi 

became common, occasionally in accompaniment of Bengali musicians, 

drummers and dances ofBengaP5 
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Contacts with Bengal and the improvements in communication had their 

repercussions on the social life, by mollifying the rigidity of the caste system, 

and removing the age long beliefs and prejudices. At the time of the British 

occupation, the caste system existed as it had during the medieval period. B.C. 

Allen, in his census reports of 1891 and 1901, gives detailed account of the 

various castes and sub-castes in Assam. Caste restriction and prejudices in 

relation to occupation, food and life styles existed. 96 The ideas of pollution 

pervaded the daily life of the orthodox Hindus. An example is cited, when in 

1842 the high priest of Dakhinpat was presented by Barker some school books, 

none of these were received by him from his hand for fear of being polluted. 97 

With the inauguration of changes under the colonial rule, an important 

change came in the caste system. The learning of a foreign language or going 

abroad hither to taboos, were soon overcome. Assamese students of orthodox 

Brahman families were seen gradually studying English with pupils of other 

communities and also proceeded to the Presidency as well as England for higher 

studies. 98 The Dams or N adiyals were seen gaining in resources and importance 

through their monopoly business in fish and trade.99 The Sahas, an unclean caste 

in Sylhet by their own efforts, wealth and influence raised their position, 

which could not be ignored by the higher classes and could even purchase brides 

from the higher classes. The growing urbanisation demanded the services of a 

number of useful professions, the washerman, barber and cobbler, whose contact 

was once considered objectionable. 

'Sanskritization' demolished the time honoured theory that a Hindu cannot 

be a Hindu unless he is born a Hindu. Tribesmen of low Hindu castes changed 

their customs, rituals and way of life to a higher level in the caste ladder. Their 
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upward mobility resulted in positional changes, and did not lead to any structural 

change. The Ahoms, Koches and the Chutiyas who were amenable to Hinduism 

were higher in status, than those who remained aloof from it. Attempts were 

also made to change caste names, for honourable appellation and also to raise 

above status by discarding labour associated with the caste. Thus the Kayastha 

and Kalitas put forward claims to take precedence over the Ganaks. The kalita 

called himself a Kshatriya, and discarded the plough. The Dom declining to sell 

fish except on the river bank, desired to be called Jallia Kaivarta; while the 

Keot, for fear of being confused with the Nadiyal called themselves Mahisya 

Vaisya. Likewise, upper class Ahoms claimed recognition as Kshatriya, because 

of their descent from heaven. 

The same was the case with the 'Ganaks' who in the census of 1891 were 

recorded as degraded Brahmans. The protests convinced the Government who 

called them Graha-Bipras. 100 H.H. Risley also refers to several castes, who were 

endeavouring to break away from their parent caste to attain a higher position in 

the caste ladder. 101 Thus, the Halwa Das, in the Surma valley detached himself 

from the Kaivarta caste, and became a Kayastha, with respectable occupation 

and married brides from Kayastha and Baidya families. Likewise the Saba, Sunri, 

Barui, Telis, all raised themselves in the social hierarchy and succeeded in 

removing their disabilities. 102 

The upward mobility of the back"Ward or 'exterior' classes, stemmed in with 

the commencement of the census operation in India. In Assam, as elsewhere, 

associations were organised, with the object of raising the status of the lower 

orders in the caste hierarchy. Although it created resentment, the campaign of 

mutual recrimination was not much. Priests and pandits apart, liberal minded 
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Assamese like Manick Chandra Barua, Parsuram Khound, Dhireswar Acharyya, 

lent support to the process of change. 

The adoption of western ideas, habits, dress , manners, customs and usages 

had become common among the English educated youths in Assam. Anandaram 

Dhekial Phukan, while proceeding to Calcutta for higher education had to take 

his family deity and Brahman cook, but in his subsequent visits this did not occur. 

On his return from Calcutta he used shoes, trousers and hat, whenever he visited 

Europeans or went for walks. 103 Adam White had written that Juggoram Phukan 

made 'no objection to dine with Europeans and eats and drinks freely of what is 

put before him .... He procures a variety of wines and European delicacies from 

Calcutta and his house at Guwahati is amply furnished with chairs, tables, carpets, 

an organ, art lusters and other articles of European furniture. '104 Other notable 

personalities like Lakshminath Bezbarua, Hem Chandra Barua and Kamala Kanta 

Bhattacharrya, adopted un~rthodox life-styles, ignoring their age-long 

customs. 105 

Changes in the life-style was noticeable among the commoners also. Stools, 

chairs, tables, almirahs, came into use not only in government offices, but in 

private residences alike. 106 Assamese judges listened to petitions reclining on 

high pillows over a platform made of wood. 

There were changes in the occupational structure also. Although the system 

continued as before, the majority remaining as agriculturists, the impact of 

education and rise of middle classes, led the Assamese in search of government 

jobs. The Clerkship or muharrer had become an institution. Qualified Assamese 

soon obtained clerical jobs under the government or in the tea-gardens, hitherto 
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the sole preserve of outsiders. The subordinate executive service was occupied 

by a number of Assamese graduates and the number of Assamese pleaders and 

schoolmasters were on the increase. 

Although the food habits did not change much, but along with the other 

demands, some changes in food also grew. Rice continued to be the staple food, 

along with pulses, vegetables, meat and fish. Potatoes, onions, cabbages, turnips 

were confined to the newly-developed townships. Amongst the middle classes 

tea-drinking specially in the morning, become common. 107 Opium-eating apart, 

tobacco, cigarettes and even spurious liquor gradually came in to use in urban 

areas. 108 

P.R. T. Gourdon, Commissioner of Assam valley Division, considered the 

material condition of the Assamese appreciably improved and their standard of 

living was much higher than before. They lived in better houses and were better 

dressed than formerly. They were in a position to spend more on luxuries and 

social ceremonies. The use of gold and silver ornaments, foreign garments, 

woollens, umbrellas, cigarettes had been considerably increased. 109 

Opinions however differed. The impact of the west and Bengal percolated 

into the middle class intelligentsia of the urban areas, but the masses in the 

interior remained unaffected. The people in general were contented with what 

they had and their mode of living was not different from that of half a century 

ago. Even in matters of religion, the masses remained unaffected with the 

veneration to their family priests and religious heads remaining unshaken. Even 

their customs and usages did not change much, the Assamese continuing to be a 

race of agriculturists. Even among the upper classes, orthodoxy prevalied. 
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Mention has been made of how religious scruples prevented Haliram Dhekial 

Phukan to prosecute the study of English, and his son had to take the family 

deity and a Brahman to prepare meals, when he went to Calcutta. For fear ef 

losing caste, only a few students of orthodox families proceeded to Calcutta 

for medical studies. Indigenous physicians, the Bez or Kaviraj, still served as 

the medicine man, and divine incantations in times of illness were often resorted 

to. 110 Thus the changes that took place were confined to the urban areas, while 

the common men in the interior lived and moved in their traditional ways, during 

the period under review. 

Social Reforms 

The 'era of reform' which acquired great momentum during the time of 

Lord William Bentinck, had its echoes in different parts of the British empire. 

The movement for social reform began in Assam, only after the introduction of 

education, and the contact with the west including the influence from Bengal. It 

was through these processes that the Assamese elite became acquainted with 

rational thinking and liberal ideas. These influences inspired and diffused certain 

age long beliefs, customs and conventions. Assamese public opinion in the 

nineteenth century was being increasingly focussed on social evils like the 

sufferings and disabilities of women, and among others, widespread addiction 

to opium. 

Although certain evils like kulinism, self-immolation of widows and 

infanticide were not so common in Assam as elsewhere in the country, they 

suffered the evils of widow-hood, child marriage and polygamy. The prevalence 

of tribal and semi-tribal cultures explain the differences. Liberal marriage 
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customs were prevalent among the non-Brahmans and Hinduised peoples of 

Assam. 111 Amongst the Kacharis, plains tribals of Assam, marriage was possible 

only by mutual consent between the man and the women. Both divorce and 

remarriage of widows were prevalent among the low-castes of Assam. E.A. Gait 

praises the 'social freedom' enjoyed by the Assamese women. 112 

The evils of widowhood that existed was among the Brahmans and upper 

caste Hindus of Assam. Bronson had remarked on widowhood 'The shastras 
.,-

forbid their ever marrying a second-time. On the death of a husband, their 

ornaments were stripped off, and their heads shaved, they become the drudge 

and servant of the family where they dwell". 113 Though exaggerated, the evil was 

existent. The reformist movement reached Assam through a handful of educated 

Assamese, who had become exposed to the influence of the Bengal reformers. 

These men belonging to the upper castes were deeply concerned with the upper 

caste Assamese society. 

In the thirties of the nineteenth century, Jaduram Barna, despite orthodoxy 

of his day, not only advocated widow remarriage but married a widow himself. 11 ~ 

But the greatest exponent of widow remarriage was Gunabhiram Barna. Educated 

at Calcutta, he was greatly influenced by Iswar Chandra Vidyasagar at whose 

instance the government passed the Widow Remarriage Act in 1856. Perhaps, 

Vidyasagar's reformism inspired by liberal ideas could enter the consciousness 

of the Assamese elite chiefly because those reformist ideas concerning widow 

remarriage had the backing of the scriptures. Gunabhiram Barna's reformist social 

drama RamNavami was mainly inspired by the ideas propagated by Vidyasagar. 

This influenced a rethinking on the question of perpetual widowhead. 115 He 

himself set a personal example by marrying a widow Bishnupriya Devi in 1870 
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and even got his educated daughter Swamalata remarried after she became a 

widow. Other strong advocates of widow remarriage were Hemchandra Barna, 

Lakshminath Bezbarua and Kamalakanta Bhattacharyya. Hem Chandra Barna in 

his 'Asamiya Bibaha Padhati', argued in its favour also upholding the fact that 

it had the sanction of the Shastras. 116 The existence of such a practice among the 

Assamese-non-Brahmins proved that the system was ideally suited to the 

Assamese society, and that it would encounter fewer hurdles than in Bengal. 117 

Thus it was upheld not only because reason and social justice demanded it. 

Inspite of the efforts of the educated and the reformers, widow-remarriage 

could not make much of a headway in the conservative Assamese society. In 

1881, 2581 child widows and widower were spending their lives as perpetual 

widows; of these 127 were below the age of ten_ll8 The highest number of 

widows were found among the Ganak caste- in 1891 out of 10,000 women, 

3064 were widows. In the same year there were 2910 widows among the 

Kayasthas, and 2846, among the Brahmans.119 The prejudices of the upper caste 

Hindus had to some extent seeped into the lower caste Hindus. The census of 

1891 refers that out of 10,000 women, the number of widows were - Telis 2816, 

Baidya 2519, Napit 2481, Kalita 1727, Kewats 1625, Domes 1373, Haris 1263, 

etc. 120 In 1901, in Kamrup alone, widows in the age group 15- 20 years was 

1729, among the Ganaks 1667, Kaibarta 486, Kalita 259 out of 10,000 women. 121 

Thus, in spite of the slow progress, the work of the reformers, did create a stir 

in the orthodox Hindu society in Assam to deserve mention. 

Another evil which was widely prevalent among the high caste Hindus, the 

highest in the Surma valley and lowest among the tribes in the Hills was that of 

child marriage. The census of 1881 reported that 12,122 boys and 69,444 girls 
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under the age of 15 years were married, a 1. 7 percent of the population. In the 

same year 5495 girls and 699 boys under the age of ten were cesused as 

married. 122 The census of 1901 reported that in Assam, when parents lost several 

children they got their infants married in the belief, that the evils dogging their 

family might be averted so. Contemporary reformers through their articles in 

the Orunodoi, tried to educate the people against child marriage. Kamala Kanta 

Bhattacharyya was a pioneer in this field. 123 The attempts of the reformers 

brought some positive results, when in 1901 only 159 children below 5 years 

of age were reported married, against 411 in 1891.124 

The zeal of the reformers extended to other evils of the society. Polygamy 

was widely prevalent not only among the tribals but also among the upper caste 

Hindus. In an article published in the 'Orunodoi', 'Anek Bia Kara Ajugat', one 

Sri Sonarchand bitterly attacked the prevailing system of polygamy.125 In another 

article of the same periodical the writer criticised the system of living together 

of a man and woman, without any religious ceremony , or performing the 

ceremony only after the birth of two or three children. Social reformers like 

Hemchandra Barna and Kamala Kanta Bhattacharyya, criticised this system. The 

evils of too many marriages are also reflected in 'Tin Ghaini' (Three wives) a 

drammatical work by a later writer Benudhar RajKhowa. 

Other issues like the neglect of female education also came under attack. 

Hemchandra Barua's bitter condemnation of the hypocrisies and corrupt practices 

prevalent in the orthodox Assamese society fmds its best expression in his satire 

'Bahire Rongsong Bhitare Kowabhaturi'. 126 Here he exposes the gross 

superstitions practised by the upper caste Hindus in Assam, and also the entire 

corrupt socio-political system behind an innocent exterior. Lakshminath 
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Bezbaruah in his 'Kripabar Baruar Kakatar Topola', hit out at the hypocrisy 

and pretensions of the Assamese orthodox society. The evils of the caste-system 

and untouchability came under severe attack in several articles and short stories 

of Bezbarua 'Jatiramar Jat' is a clear and unequivocal attack on the rigidities 

of the caste system from the viewpoint of a hindu rationalist. Kamala Kanta 

Bhattacharyya guided by the principles of reformed Hinduism as preached by 

the revivalist movements like the Brahmo Samaj, Arya Samaj and others, attacked 

the evils of the society specially the baneful caste system. His hatred for the 

parasitical priestly class finds expression in almost every essay and poem of 

his. The reformers in Assam thus came under the reformists trends prevalent in 

Bengal in the nineteenth century, and showed the same gradual apathy towards 

social issues as in Bengal. 

Prohibition of Opium 

Addiction to opium which was slowly eating into vitals of the Assamese 

society also attracted the attention of the reformers. Kanee, as opuim is usually 

called in Assam, is the dried narcotic juice of the white poppy. The Ahom Buranjis 

and the Vaishnava literature, are more or less silent on the issue of poppy 

cultivation, though it is possible that Assam's contact with the Mughal court 

might have led to presents of affing (opuim) from the letter to the Ahom royal 

court. Maniram Dewan, in his petition to Mills in 1853 stated that, poppy was 

first cultivated at Beltola during the reign of King Lakshmi Singha (1769-80) 

but its use was confined only to upper caste respectables and not to the lower 

orders. 127 It is generally believed that it was introduced by Captain Welsh's 

soldiers during their sojourn in Assam in 1793,128 although the report of Welsh 

in 1794 mentions that poppy was cultivated in several parts. 129 
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Yet, throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, the plant was 

extensively cultivated, with no government restriction, nor any definite 

governmental interference in the direction of limiting its use among the 

indigenous people. 130 The only governmental restriction imposed was by 

Poomananda Buragohain, a tax of five rupees a pura on all poppy lands in the 

early nineteenth century, 131 and non-governmental, by the Gossains who 

restrained their respective disciples from taking it, not so much for "checking 

the immorality of the practice than of making the prohibition a source of gain to 

themselves" .132 

Unburdened, by any governmental restrictions, the people began to engage 

in a considerable extent of cultivation, and it became one of the principle crops 

of the province. As a result, of its unrestricted cultivation and consumption, by 

high and low, rich and poor, old and young, 133 it converted the Assamese 'Once a 

hardy, industrious (and) enterprising race into an effeminate weak, indolent and 

degenerated people' .134 In 1858, Whiting remarked "An opuim eater now is not 

an exception, but one who does not take is an exception." Bronson, of the 

American Baptists wrote ' Multitudes of persons, I daily see going almost naked 

and without any single comfort in life, who if they get a pice or two, will 

immediately expend it in the noxious drug'. 135 The immoderate use of opuim 

was regarded by Mills, as one of the greatest barriers to improvement. Need 

was therefore felt to check its use, and rescue the ' rising generation from 

indulgence in a luxury which destroys the constitution, enfeebles the mind and 

paralyses industry' Y 6 Its baneful effects on the economy were also felt. 

According to Mills, the indulgence has been so obsessed as to cause the ryot to 

disregard the culture of the more valuable products, and to take large advances 

to be repaid in opium, which owing to the uncertainty of the seasons, often at 
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times entails great loss, and establishes a demoralizing system of gambling. 137 

Moreover, increase in cultivation affected the revenues of the government since 

the chapari mahal and basti lands in which the crop was generally cultivated 

was assessed at a lower rate than the rice lands (rupit). 138 

Opinions differed in regard to the measures to be adopted. David Scott 

recommended a deterrent tax ofRs 20/- on every pura of land under poppy, and 

also that a part of the company's opuim investment be allowed to be furnished 

from Assam, provided the local opium was of a good quality. 139 James Matthie 

proposed raising the assessment from one to three rupees, gradually increasing 

six times. 14° Captain Bigge, Collector of Nowgong proposed a gradual 

prohibition and restriction of cultivation, while, Hamilton Vetch, Principal 

Assistant, Lakhimpur, opined that nothing short of complete extinction of the 

growth would adequately meet the evil. 141 Francis Jenkins, the Commissioner, 

in his report dated 22nd July 1833, advised against sudden restriction of poppy 

cultivation, and recommended a tax to be enhanced gradually over eight, ten or 

more years until the province should be subjected to the general laws of the 

state in regard to opium. 142 

The official assessment of the situation was of the opinion that a sudden 

ban on poppy cultivation, would have produced some unforeseen results. Poppy 

was the only crop constantly and regularly watered from small reservoirs. Due 

to inadequate commercialization, the tax-payers were already hard-pressed for 

cash. Suppression of poppy cultivation, an important cash-crop would have led 

to acute-cash shortage, due to (I) loss of a major share of cash income, and (2) 

need of additional cash to buy Government or abkari opium. 143 On the other 

hand imposition of a tax on opium cultivation was bound to produce widespread 
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discontent,' besides being' in contravention of the general principle that lands 

should be assessed according to their quality and not according to their 

produce' .144 The result was the introduction of abkari opium throughout the 

province. 145 

It was vainly hoped, 'when the opium cannot be got without paying a 

considerable price for it, there is some reason to hope that the people will cease 

to give it to their children and, those that unable to afford themselves of 

sufficiency of food will no longer resort to it. 146 Even the European planters 

who had hitherto raised a storm of protest, welcomed the introduction of abkari 

opium, which they felt ' would solve the problem of labour, by inducing the 

opium eater to work in their gardens; for without it they could not have the 

money to purchase the luxury. 147 This resulted as Whiting observed, in the spread 

of opium; the increase of the sale of abkari opium indicated the increase in the 

consumers. 148 

The government-opium policy was widely discussed. And when A.J.M. 

Mills, visited the Province in 1853 to enquire into the local conditions, his 

report, as well some of his memorialists were emphatic in their condemnation 

of the evil. 149 Anandaram Dhekial Phukan in his observation demanded the 

discontinuation of the sale of government opium and a tax on the cultivation, 

enhanced progressively with a view to its eradication. 150 The abkari opium he 

wrote was productive of other effects than the extirpation of the drug from the 

country. 151 Maniram Dewan deprecating the use of abkari opium, recommended 

a policy of gradual eradication through an annual five percent decrease in the 

acreage. 152 
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Mills, having admitted the universality of the drug addiction, remarked "The 

use of opium which has almost become a necessary oflife, and in a damp country 

like Assam, it is perhaps beneficial if taken with moderation ... opium they should 

have but to get it they should be made to work for it" .153 He recommended the 

suppression of cultivation and pouring into the station sufficient opium for 

consumption of the people. 154 This in tum would augment the revenues of the 

government. 

Contrary to their earlier policy the planters demanded a total suppression 

of cultivation as it was felt that the addicted labourers were too lazy to work. 155 

The government finally banned poppy cultivation with effect from 1 May 1860, 

and the government monopoly of opium began to operate in full force. The total 

quantum of Bengal opium sold in 1864 -65 amounted to 1939 maunds. 156 In 

evitably there was a fall in consumption, which stood at 1874 mds in 1875-76, 

at 1557 in 1880-1, and 1201 in 1900-01. 157 The price ofthe drug also increased. 

In 1860 it was Rs. 14 a seer, toRs. 20 in 1867, and Rs 22 in 1874, and Rs 37 in 

1904. 158 

The official policy in operation thus was of maximum of revenue with 

minimum of consumption. 159 But the figures leave no room for doubt that though 

the revenue was rising, the consumption showed a reduction until the end of the 

nineteenth century. But taking the ratio of the increase in population to 

consumption, this decline was not impressive. The population of Assam proper 

increased 16.3 percent while the quantum of opium consumed there declined 

22.9 percent (1557 to 1201 mds) between 1880-81 and 1900-01. The 

Government policy of Fixed Licence fee system in 1874 and the maha/ System 

in 18 77, allowing the opening of opium shops any where and in mahals were 
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responsible. 160 

In 1892-93, the Government of India appointed a Royal Commission on 

opuim. Appearing before the Commission, Gunabhiram Barna demanded total 

abolition. Members of the American Baptist Mission Union submitted a 

unanimous resolution on 9th Dec. 1893, in favour of complete eradiction. 161 

Contradictory views were also put forward by many as well as the planters. 

According to them, "Opium is an invaluable medicine in many disorders of the 

stomach; it alleviates pain and possesses a sedative power of restoring health. It 

is useful after 40 years of age in prolonging life and is an undoubted preventive 

against malaria. The hardworking classes in the malarious plains of Assam require 

some stimulant to keep up their powers. On the whole opium taken in a moderate 

quantity is beneficial and positively necessary for a large number of the people 

earning their livelihood by manual labour in the swampy rice fields, and tea

gardens of Assam, ... "162 Others like Jaganath Barna, Devicharan Barua, 

Mahendranath Phukan, Government official Madhav Chandra Bordoloi, Harabilas 

Agarwala, and others were against the complete eradication, and supported instead 

the Government policy. The Commission thus recommended, "the temperate 

use of opium, in India, should be viewed in the same light as the temperate use 

of alcohol in India. "163 

The anti-opium agitation however continued. Hem Chandra Barna in 1861, 

drew public attention to the baneful effects of opium through Kaniar Kirtan, a 

satire. The Orunodoi published articles against the practice. 164 Lakshminath 

Bezbarua, also wrote a number of short stories, and articles through the Jonaki 

and other journals attacking the practice. Radhanath Changkakoti, editor Times 
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of Assam, also wedged the commission to prohibit the drug. 165 Kani Nibarani 

Sabhas were also established in several districts. From 1905 onwards organized 

efforts to discuss the opium evil, alongside, other issues began to take shape, 166 

but the emphasis was still on temperance and not on a policy of total prohibition. 

The situation remained unaltered until the Assam Provincial Congress, with the 

blessings ofGandhiji made prohibition the main plank of the Non-Cooperation 

Movement (1921-2). 167 Anti-opium agitation reached its momentum, and 

gradually opium evil was eradicated from the valley of the Brahmaputra. 

Abolition of Slavery 

Slavery as an institution existed, in the hills and plains ofN orth-East India. 

As mentioned earlier, slavery did exist, but the classical form of dehumanized 

slavery, or a trade in the sense of a slave trade did not exist. In Kamrup alone, at 

the beginning of British occupation, of the total population of 271,944, the 

slaves stood at 24,357, about 9 percent. 168 Slavery thus, was not of mere marginal 

importance to the labour short economy of the Brahmaputra Valley, most of 

whom worked on agricultural farms. 169 

Hamilton's list of exports in 1809 from Assam, mentions slaves as an 

important item of export. Reference to selling of slaves was also made by James 

Matthie, Collector of Darrang, who refers to extensive kidnapping of children 

in Assam, to be sold to the merchants of Sylhet, Rangpur and Zamindars of 

Bengal. 170 Slaves were "irredeembly sold to posterity" .171 The hill-men in their 

raids also carried off slaves to be sold as marketable commodities. 

In Lower Assam, after British occupation, the introduction of revenue 
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payment in cash, in lieu of personal service, fell crushingly on the ryots, resulting 

in huge arrears. In 1825, David Scott, issued a proclamation, permittingpaiks 

hitherto exempted from taxation, to sell themselves as paiks. Further levy of 

cesses, and the evils of extortion led to the concealment ofPaiks as slaves. An 

enquiry instituted led to the restoration of 12,000 slaves to their original ranks 

as paiks. 112 

The policy ofthe Government in Bengal in 1789, prohibiting, the export 

of children and adults to other parts of India as slaves, affected the system in 

Assam. David Scott was opposed to an immediate abolition, as he felt it would 

be an 'invasion of private property and would be production of great irritation 

and resentment.' Scott wanted a modification of the existing system by 

prohibiting the sale of slaves, and advocated a gradual abolition of the system. 173 

The Government raised no objection to the plan of the Agent requiring defaulters 

in arrear payments to release a given number of slaves. 174 

In 1830 as reported by Captain Adam White, the number of slaves in Upper 

Assam, were 11,000 slaves and 4,000 bondsmen, and in Lower Assam, i.e 

Kamrup, Darrang and Nowgong, the number stood at 27,000. In 1832, when the 

Government of Bengal made the sale and purchase of slaves from one district 

to another penal, Robertson, issued an order prohibiting the sale or mortgage of 

a native of Assam to a foreigner. 175 In 183 5, in consultation with the Sadar Court, 

a section on slavery was added in the draft rules and practices. Considering the 

fact that the practice of borrowing money by pledging personal service was 

common in Assam, Robertson modified the rule by declaring 'all sales of persons 

as slaves, not being transactions whereby individuals of mature age, voluntarily 

binds himself in return for values received to render personal service to another 

219 



should be deemed illegal and void ... 176 It was promulgated with effect from 

August 183 7. 177 It was however in 1843, that slavery was abolished under Act V 

ofthe Regulations. 178 

It however existed in the hill areas, among the Singphos, Nagas, Adis, where 

the treatment meted out to the slaves, in general was humane. The Singphos, 

treated their slaves as kith and kin, and they constituted the main prop to cultivate 

the lowlands. Likewise the Adis and the Daflas treated the slaves well, the latter 

making them members of their own clan, but with dependent status. 

Thus, slavery as an institution was so deep-rooted in the contemporary 

Assamese way oflife, that it took decades to die out. Its abolition in 1843 caused 

a displacement in the society, in which the slaves constituted an important 

element, and the main props in the agricultural economy of the province. Since 

it was not institutionalised, and its eradication was a gradual process, the 

immediate effects of it was not perhaps felt too much. Most of the paiks 

continued to work in the household of their masters, on compensation. While 

the others merged into the larger Assamese society, seeking their livelihood in 

the land and from agriculture. 

Contribution of the Orunudoi 

Among others, mentioned above, the Orunudoi, the first published journal, 

played an interesting role as a harbinger of social change in the nineteenth centwy 

Assam. The Orunudoi was first published from the Sibsagar Mission Press in 

January 1846 by the American Baptist Missionaries under the editorship of 

Nathan Brown. Like the Dig Darshan and Samachar Darpan of the nineteenth 
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centwy Bengal, the Orunudoi became the harbinger of a new trend. The journal 

devoted itself not only to the spread of religious education, but also to the 

progress of"science and general intelligence."179 A.J. Moffat Mills, referring to 

the useful character of the Journal, wrote, "A monthly paper called Arunodoi or 

Dawn of Light, began its career of usefulness in 1846, and for many years was 

the only paper published in the province for several years. It was most carefully 

edited, profusely illustrated, treating in all subjects, both secular and religious, 

in a manner calculated to instruct and interest the people. "180 Edited in succession 

after Nathan Brown by Danforth, Whiting, Bronson, Mrs. Ward, Clark and Gurney, 

the Orunudoi was in circulation unti11880. 181 

But in the initial years owing to the slow progress of education uptill1854, 

the readership of the journal did not reach a very encouraging figure. A report in 

the Baptist Missionary magazine, states that in 1846 of the total subscribers of 

596, the Assamese subscribers were 241, in 1850 of the total of 464, the above 
• 

were only 126, and in 1854, out of 440, the Assamese subscribers were 131 

only. Though in these years the total paper printed increased from 1, 100 in 1846 

to 1,400 in 1851. The majority of the subscribers were the foreigners and the 

missionaries. 182 Only a handful of the Assamese intellectuals, who had been 

acquainted with the reading of newspapers and periodicals, through their contact 

with Bengal, subscribed to the Orunudoi. The vast majority of the Assamese 

people except the few semi-literate, were virtually unaware of the existence of 

a written medium that could supply them information about the happenings in 

other parts of the world. 

But with the progress of education, since the 1860s, the journal came to 

be used not only by the missionaries to serve the dual purpose of spreading 

221 



evangelical ideas and fill the void in education and society but also by the nco

educated Assamese inspired by the Bengal Renaissance. They used the journal 

generously to express their views. 

In the nineteenth century, the Orunudoi played its role in the field of mass 

education in Assam. It served as a forum of opinion. As early as 1846, an article 

published, conveyed the attitude of the people towards learning in Assam - "The 

people of Assam, at present appear more inclined to educate their children than 

in former times. But we do hope that this desire would increase. A section of 

the gentry in the towns and villages have the tradition of teaching their children 

to read and write. But, some ofthe village gentle folk and most ofthe common 

people do not allow their children to learn ... "183 In the same article the author 

appealed to the Assamese people to consider the vast wealth that can be acquired 

from the rich storehouse of Western learning. Similar appeals were made by 

the few enlightened Assamese, who seized the opportunity to express their views 

through the Journal. Articles and letters, verses and essays, by Anandaram Dhekial 

Phuk~ and Gunabhiram Barna, under the pen name of "An Assamese in Calcutta", 

criticised the tendency of the Assamese to shun higher education, and echoed 

and re-echoed the calls made for the progress of learning. 184 The dearth of 

textbooks which hampered the progress of education, was filled by the Journal, 

attractively printed in free-flowing Assamese prose, also advertised as an 

"excellent Assamese reading book for schools". The Orunudoi also became the 

forum for debates pertaining to the language issue, Assamese vs. Bengali and 

English. Bengali was seldom spoken, English incomprehensible. The question 

of the place of the Assamese language, was significantly raised for the first 

time in the pages of the Orunudoi. Learning through the mother-tongue, was 

emphasised in the letters of Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, Gunabhiram Barna and 
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Hem Chandra Barna, who were the prominent crusaders for the re-introduction 

of the indigenous language. 185 Articles on the relationships between the 

Assamese, Bengali, and Oriya language, played an important role in upholding 

the cause of the Assamese language. 186 The greatest support came from the 

Missionaries who published in the Orunudoi a more workable system of 

spellings based on the phonetical usage of the words, dispensing with certain 

letters in the vocabulary which they considered unnecessary from the practical 

point of view;187 thus they aimed to make the language convenient to the 

foreigners in Assam as well as the semi-literate masses. The Orunudoi group 

with its aggressively new approach to the Assamese language, succeeded in 

creating a lively interest among the Assamese intellectuals in giving a correct 

and scientific base to their mother-tongue. 188 Success came when on the 9th 

Aprill873, the Lt. Governor, considering the memoirs and memorials decided 

in favour of the re-introduction of the Assamese language in the courts and 

schools of the Brahmaputra valley. 189 

The Journal also played its role in creating an awareness to the problem of 

women education in the nineteenth century. As in many other aspects, the articles 

echoed the spirit of the Bengal Renaissance. The initiative was taken by the 

missionaries. 190 News items published in the Orunodoi, in October 1853, 

referred to the development of women's education in Bengal, and focused on 

the fact that not only the women but also the men had started showing an interest 

in favour of woman's education. 191 Gunabhiram Barna, a strong exponent of 

female education, under the pen-name of a "An Assamese in Calcutta" wrote 

letters emphasising the equality of men and women in matter of education. 192 

The Orunudoi a) so published translations of relevant articles on woman's 

emancipation published in journals like the Hindu Patriot of Bengal. In an article 
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"Stree Shiksha" which was a translation of a letter on woman emancipation 

published in the Hindu Patriot of Bengal the author tried to show the benefits 

of education, in making the women fit companions for their husbands. 193 However 

the progress was slow. And despite official and non-official in 1891 there were 

only 2.2% literate women out of every 1000 woman, and in 1901 it was 4 in 

every 1000 women. 194 These articles were however, the results of s direct impact 

of the Bengal Renaissance. The position of women in Assam was comparatively 

better than in the rest of India and despite their lack of education, the women 

were freer than their counterparts in Bengal and other areas. 

The Orunudoi played a pioneering role in arousing awareness against the 

evils prevailing in the Assamese society. While admitting certain progressive 

traits of the Assamese society like the non-rigidity of caste barriers, the 

missionaries through the journal fell on the other social practices prevalent. 

Articles were published condemning the common practice of cohabiting without 

marriage vows prevalent in the Assamese society and also the open display of 

adultery. 195 Besides other important causes like marriage reforms - age of 

marriage ofboys and girls, widow remarriage was also taken up by the joumal.196 

The first Assamese social drama, written by Gunabhiram Barua on the theme of 

widow remarriage (Ram-Navami-Natak) appeared serially in the Orunudoi. 197 

Other issues like "Sati", and infanticide, although rare in Assam also found 

mention in several articles of the Orunudoi. 198When launching their attacks the 

missionaries failed to see that these were features of the free and liberal tribals 

which constituted a large section of the Assamese society. The tribals although 

hinduised, retained some of their tribal characteristics where the above systems 

had no relevance. In 1847 an article entitled "Superstitious fears of the Assamese 

in times of cholera" giving a detailed picture of the superstition-ridden society, 
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appeared in the journal. These and other articles and comments, criticised, the 

superstitious beliefs of the Assamese people, 199 against modem science and 

medicine. The light of rationalism enlightened only a small section of the 

educated Assamese, the majority, as mentioned still held on to their beliefs. In 

the very inaugural issue of the Orunudoi, the evils of opium are attacked in an 

article prefixed and suffixed by verses in modem Assamese. 200 Other articles 

condemning the habits and affects on family life and society and at the same 

time suggesting possible cures for addiction appeared in the journal. 201 The 

journals attack was mounted on the evils prevalent amongst the Muslims in Assam 

as well. Appeals were made against polygamy and for treatment of women with 

respect and consideration. 202 

The matter published in the journal was also an eye-opener to the society. 

In an editorial Tetrospect, the editor wrote in 1861, "The editor feels confident 

none will doubt that the Orunudoi has been useful to the natives of this secluded 

province in the diffusion of general information and more liberal ideas". 203 The 

'Journal of Events', which was a regular feature in the Orunudoi, began to open 

up the whole world, though in miniature, to the Assamese readers. Hem Chandra 

Goswami, remarked, "It has now become the connecting string between the 

Western and Indian civilisations. 204 The journal published international, and 

national news items which were mostly collected from English or Indian language 

newspapers and periodicals, and also news about Assam supplied by private 

correspondents from different parts of the province. The local news mostly 

consisting fictitious stories like the smoke coming out of a dome of Sibsagar 

temple, birth of child in the Joikhamdang village who asked for rice and water 

immediately after birth were intended possibly to increase circulation among 

the semi-literate villagers. Also to be taken into account was the low price of 
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Re. 1, and free distribution among the poor, who could not afford even that, 

which made the journal easily accessible to the masses. In an autobiographical 

essay, Kamalakanta Bhattacharyya, wrote, how as a child he used to read the 

Orunodoi, sent free to his village school near Biswanath Chari-Ali, by the 

Sibsagar Missionaries. 205 

The popularity of the journal among a large section of the Assamese 

readers, most of whom were semi-literate, is proved by the flood of 

correspondence it received, most of which was in faulty and incorrect Assamese 

from the remote comers of Assam. This was indicative of the fact that the journal 

had succeeded in reaching out to the people in a very effective manner. For the 

first time, an ordinary reader could view a written work critically and use his 

own discretion in accepting or rejecting its contents. As noted by Willaim 

Gammel, "It has attained a wide circulation among the native population and has 

been found in many respects to be more efficient than ordinary tracks in breaking 

down their prejudices and enlightening their ignorance". 206 

An important contribution of the Orunudoi, in heralding a change in the 

society, was the rediscovery of a new language. Under the impact of the changes 

discussed earlier- education, knowledge, new things and ideas, new words and 

expressions came to be used. The missionaries and the British in Assam created 

new Assamese words from the English and European language, old words were 

also used with new meanings - for example - giraffe or Nahor Futukiya Pahu, 

hour - ghari, doctor - English Bezbarua. Others like baraf, angur, jahaj, amlah, 

andaz, koydi etc. came to be used borrowed from the outsiders who came to 

mix freely within the Assamese society. Many words used had similarity with 

the old Assamese poetry, Buran} is and spoken language and lifestyle. 207 
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The journal thus played a crucial role in the spread of new ideas and in 

dispelling prevalent superstitions in the Assamese society. The objective 

presentation of facts, the scientific attitude towards knowledge, the upholding 

the cause of modem science against ancient superstition, the enlightened views 

on social reforms, all these were part of new thought currents ushered into the 

Assamese society. However, it cannot be denied that the journal served as the 

mouthpiece of the missionaries and the imperialists, and had a clear religious 

bias. This was clearly evident in the news-items and articles published, where it 

never swerved from its policy of loyalty to the Government, and also by its 

mounting attacks against the practices of Hinduism prompted by the evangelical 

zeal of the missionaries. Nevertheless, by establishing a more rational outlook 

on life and rousing a spirit of enquiry, it succeeded in introducing a basis for the 

development of a scientific bent of mind. Besides, it also became an effective 

media for the neo-educated intellegentsia who represented only a microscopic 

minority of the Assamese people. These men, could only influence a section of 

the society, the large section remaining outside their scope. The journal thus 

became something of a forum of public opinion, both Christian and non-christian 

alike. 

Yet, despite its ulterior motives, which came under attack, the Orunudoi 

played its role as the harbinger of a new trend at a crucial time in Assam's history. 

As reported in the fifty-fifth Annual Report of the Baptist Missionary magazine, 

"whatever prejudice some may have against its religious character, still they 

have no substitute for it, for they have the utmost confidence in its statements 

being reliable". It thus played a progressive role in a transitional age : a torch 

bearer to the Assamese society which stood on the threshold of modernization. 
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From the foregone discussion it is evident that colonial rule brought radical 

and far-reaching changes in different aspects of the Assamese social life. 

Through their educational policies, and the opening of schools in the villages, 

they succeeded in spreading their influence however minimal in the remote areas. 

Although it was the urban areas that felt most of the impact and were influenced, 

the mass of the people as mentioned remained by and large, indifferent to the 

changes. As in the case of economy, the indigenous people were not much 

affected by the changes that arrived at their doorstep. 

Yet it cannot be denied that some amount of change was felt as was evident 

by the effects discussed in a later chapter. Although they still held on to their 

beliefs, Assamese society could not altogether remain unaffected. The conflicts 

and contradictions that emerged leads one to believe, that the society was 

undergoing the crisis of transition, where many elements inherited from the 

past existed side by side with the modem concepts and trends which were in the 

process of formation. 
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