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CHAPTER IX 

CONCLUSION 

The socio-economic history of Assam in the 18th and 19th century, is a 

period of transition. It was a transition from a medieval system to a modem one. 

The process of modernization which began in the west, and spread to other 

societies of South-Asia, touched the Indian sub-continent encompassing the 

various regions within it, upto the North-Eastern part. This has been attributed 

to the western policy of colonising the east. In Assam the modem changes that 

came were the result of the colonial rule which destroyed the medieval system. 

In accepting C.E. Black's description of a medieval social system, it can be 

pointed out that Assam in the eighteenth century represented a traditional social 

system, typically closed and rigid in structure, the majority of the population 

primarily peasants, living in villages, economically less developed, illiterate 

and with little or no contact with the outside world. But by the last part of the 

eighteenth century, the traditional Assamese society was giving way to change, 

although the process was a gradual one. By the 19th century, with the 

establishment of the colonial rule the change was a rapid one, and Assam was 

inescapably and irretrievably drawn away from her traditional way of thinking 

and living. The 19th century in the history of Assam thus marked a defmite break 

with the past traditions and a fresh reordering of the political structure, society 

and the economic system. 

By the eighteenth century, Assam under the Ahoms, its ruling class was a 

compact political entity encompassing the largest geographical area in its 
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historical period and within it a heterogeneous composition of diverse ethnic 

groups. This led to a demographic expansion which provided the material base 

for strengthening their political authority. The administrative system of the ruling 

Ahoms, was reformed and reorganised from time to time to accomodate the 

changes in the political structure and the increasing population. The basis of the 

Ahom polity, which was also the essence of the economy and the society, was 

the paik and the khel system. Politically the paik system kept a rigid control 

over the increasing population, through the various gradation of officers and 
Y" 

united the various elements of the kingdom into a united whole. At the same 

time it was a standing militia of all the able bodied men of the region, obligated 

to render compulsory service to the state. This system of the Ahom state proved 

an effective weapon to fight external enemies, and was the key to its success 

against even the powerful Mughals. The system continued to thrive till there 

was an external threat. However, with that danger over, by the last part of the 

eighteenth century, the system continued to face a popular rebellion which caused 

the end of the 600 yr. old monarchy. 

The pre-colonial society of Assam was absorbed into one composite whole. 

By the eighteenth century the new element of hinduization (the process had 

begun after the sixteenth century) had begun to make its impact on the society. 

The hinduization of the ruling Ahoms, led to the hinduization of the inhabitants, 

and tribals as well as non-tribals began to accept the faith. The Hindu influence 

also made pronounced the caste distinctions of the hindu society. This also 

introduced a further hierarchical element in the class-based society. The 

Brahmins came to occupy a high position in the society, followed by the Kalita 

class. The Ahom aristocracy with the high state offices, because of their political 

status and power, enjoyed a position of power, but as new converts to Hinduism, 
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the Ahoms were relegated to occupying the status ofSudras. But in the medieval 

Assamese society, the Varna system of the all India model could not be applied, 

and the castes were either the Brahmans or the Sudras. All the new converts to 

Hinduism, mostly the tribals entered the Sudra caste and formed new sub-castes 

in time. Again, in Assam caste distinctions were not dependent on occupation, 

as inspite of their occupational differences, the majority were agriculturists. 

Society in Assam was also self-sufficient and simple, which did not lead to the 

emergence of functional sub-castes. Moreover, occupational mobility did not 

exist as they could not change their profession at will. The caste system as evident 

was not rigid, but at the same time there did exist some distinctions between the 

aristocracy and the commoners, in matters of dress, conveyance, etc. 

Unlike other parts of India, the women of the medieval period were 

comparatively freer and enjoyed a respectable position. They participated in all 

the social activities, and by the eighteenth century had also participated in 

politics. The evils associated with women like sati, infanticide, dowry, child 

marriage was almost unknown. This was probably on account of the tribal element 

in the population which were largely liberal. An analysis of the food habits, 

articles of daily use, dress, etc. show that the people contained their needs within 

the products of the region. 

The Ahoms as rulers of the land practised their own indigenous faith. Their 

belief in a number of Gods and the worship ofChumdeo was indigenous to their 

faith. The celebration ofreligious festivals like Ompha, Rikkhavan, Me-dam

me-phi, were characteristic of their faith. They practised their own marriage 

and burial ceremonies. But the Ahoms were liberal and tolerant of other 

religions, as was evident from their conversion to Hinduism. Besides society, 
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it secured a firm foothold in the Ahom court by the 18th century. The 

Tungkhungia Kings appeared zealous sakta worshippers. This factor led to 

developmental works, construction of monuments and temples and also the 

infiltration of the Hindu influences from Bengal. Rudra Singha's pan-Hindu 

ideal was a novel feature of the 18th century. Yet, the growing Hindu influence 

was also held responsible for the downfall of the regime, as Saktism became 

opposed to the religion of the masses, which was Vaishnavism. 

The Neo-Vaishnavite movement with its satra institutions, propounded a 

liberalism in the social system. Though it did not deny the existing caste order, 

the acceptance of members from all faiths and classes, created a situation where 

these differences were no longer relevant. Thus with the spread and 

consolidation of the Neo-Vaishnavite movement with its call for egalitarianism 

brought in a certain flexibility in the social order. The lower caste groups, as 

well as the disgruntled paiks took refuge in the faith and its institutions. This 

proved detrimental to the society as well as the economy. While on one hand 

the Vaishnavite ideology, proved a challenge to the existing caste ideology, on 

the other hand the emergence of a new class of spiritual lords in the form of 

Satradhikars or Gossains, who wielded enormous power over the following, 

resulted in undermining the social pre-eminence of the royalty. This led to a 

crisis which dislodged the social system. This was a crisis of sustenance of the 

old order against the Ahom state. 

The hinduization of the ruling Ahoms was thus a process of assimilation 

of the 'conquest society', turning it into a 'plural society'. The royal patronage 

of faith was more in the nature of a social cement. Along with religion, the 

adoption of the Assamese language, served the process of assimilation more. 
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The Neo-Vaishnavite movement which drew the Brahmanas as well as the ethnic 

masses, as well as some of the ruling Ahoms, was an agency of gradual change 

in the Assamese social system. The hinduization process also led to 

detribalization and Sanskritization of the tribal customs and ways oflife, towards 

assimilation into the larger Hindu society signifying acculturation and upward 

mobility. 

The Ahom conquest of the Brahmaputra Valley had represented an 
T 

improvement in the productive forces. As advanced wet-rice cultivators, with 

the knowledge of the use of animal drawn ploughs, the Ahoms were successful 

in bringing the disparate tribal groups, who still cultivated through the process 

of slash and bum, with the use of the hoe, within their mode of production. They 

thus widened the base of their wet-rice culture. The resultant increase in 

productivity enabled them to sustain a larger population, and the state apparatus, 

which helped to carry out the dominant functions of the state, namely security, 

appropriation and distribution of the surplus. 

An important aspect of the economy, was the control and employment of 

the labour, which were effectively organised under the paik or militia system. 

The requirements of the wet-rice economy such as reclamation of cultivable 

lands from forests and swamps, levelling of the land surface to be cultivated and 

building of embankments and dykes for flood protection, which served both as 

bunds and roads, were carried out by the paiks, under the supervision of the 

Ahom state. Thus under this system the control of the productive forces, both 

land and labour belonged to the state. The state gave in kind and received in kind 

and services. Thus the volume of production was dependent on the supplies of 

labour. This limited the ownership ofland. Also till 1826 land did not become a 
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private transferable commodity. The two types of private property i.e. homestead 

and dry lands, reverted back to the state on the death of the paik and was 

redistributed but was not transferred to his heir or successor. 

Although there is a difference of opinion among scholars, over the presence 

or absence of slavery in Assam, the fact remains that the paiks, specially the 

Kanri paiks were under bondage to render compulsory periodic labour service 

to the state. There were also instances of the sale of these servitors. But there is 

no evidence of a slave trade or the classical form of de-humanised slavery, and 

thus the line between the serfs on land and slavery was also a thin one, often 

crossed at times. 

The control and distribution of the land being vested in the state, the Ahoms 

by the eighteenth century systematised and modified the practice of 

appropriating the land as well as the labour, in the service of the state. The paik 

as a rule, was allotted two puras of arable land, in return for their services to 

the state, in addition to other categories of land which were free of charge. By 

the eighteenth century land was alienated not to individuals but also to collective 

groups. The system however differed in Kamrup, where the Mughal system of 

parganas remained. The land revenue was also defined and unlike Upper Assam 

was fixed at 1 Y:z to 2 to 3 annas in the different parganas. The commutation rate 

was also payable in cash. The hill tribes, and other artisans also had to pay tax in 

cash. An important aspect of the land system was the grant of lands for religious 

purposes and to the temples. By the eighteenth century, these land grants along 

with the paiks attached therein created a new class oflandlords in the Gossains 

and Satradhikars, who with their wealth and power were firmly entrenched in 

their position. 
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Since the growth of the Ahom state had its basis on the wet-rice culture, 

agriculture formed the basic occupation of the people. The production of rice 

was considerable by the eighteenth century. Other products grown were mostly 

for the needs of the people. Production was for consumption only and there was 

very little surplus. Most of the consumption needs of the peasant and his family, 

who possessed their own means of subsistence, were satisfied within the 

household itself. Handicraft although existed, consisted a secondary occupation 

among the peasants in Assam. 

There was some trade and commercial activity under the Ahom state within 

and outside the region. Since most of the demands of crafts and artisan services 

were met within the household, the trade and marketing network that developed 

were rudimentary in nature. The Ahom state exercised an overall control over 

the trading activities through its agents and officials. The major trade even 

outside the region were regulated and controlled by the state itself. However, 

by the middle of the eighteenth century, a trade with Bengal had developed, the 

most important commodity being imported was salt. The medium of exchange 

was generally barter or cowrie. However, by the eighteenth century coins came 

to be used, both in intra-regional and inter-regional trade. Thus, by the eighteenth 

century, although changes had taken place, with wider circulation of coins, and 

growth in buying and selling, yet the trading and marketing had not developed so 

as to change the entire character of the economy. 

However, the eighteenth century in medieval Assam witnessed the 

beginnings of a change. The Ahoms brought about significant changes in the 

techniques of production, and were in the process of transforming the economy 

from tribalism to feudalism. The break in her isolation since the mid-eighteenth 
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century, were indicative of a change. The gradual change in the nature of the 

state control were visible in the beginnings of a breakdown in the paik and khel 

system, the commutation of service for money, and the growth of Landlordism. 

But the developments that might have resulted from these changes, were cut 

short by the Moamaria rebellion and the Burmese war. These disturbances broke 

the steel-frame of the Ahom socio-economic system. The massacres that 

followed led to widespread depopulation, breaking the entire social framework. 

The fleeing of the paiks not only led to the breakdown of the paik and khel 
-r 

system, and also affected cultivation as labour service diminished, but also the 

wealth and power of the Ahom nobility and officers were on the decline. Thus, 

the process of change that began in the 18th century was halted. It was in to this 

socio-economic scenario, that the British entered in 1826 A.D. 

The advent of the British to Assam marked the transition from the medieval 

to the modern period in the History of Assam. Although the Treaty ofYandaboo, 

(1826 ), is said to mark the advent of the British to Assam, it was as early as 

1822, that they had entered as far as Goalpara. This was prompted by the 

insecurity of the North-Eastern frontier, as well as the lure of the rich resources 

of the province vividly described by British officials like R.B. Pemberton, F. 

Hamilton and the like, which motivated them. Thus as soon as the opportunity 

came, the East India Company stepped in to fill the political vacuum created by 

the Burmese withdrawal. The situation in Assam, which was chaotic, and devoid 

of any political authority helped the British. 

The first phase of British administration in Assam were full of halting 

experiments, as there was no uniform system existing in Assam. Therefore 

initially, the British annexed Lower Assam, which was expected to yield a revenue 
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upwards of three lakhs at that time. The case of Upper Assam was left pending 

and interim administrative measures taken. But due to the repeated uprisings to 

oust the British, and the administrative confusion, the British restored Upper 

Assam to a scion of the Ahom family for both financial and strategic reasons. 

But Purandar Singha proved not only an incapable administrator, but also fell 

into arrears with his tribute payments, thus belying the hopes of the British. The 

Raja also caused hostility to his regime among the Upper Classes who expected 

a restoration of the old privileges, with the installation of monarchy. Purandar 

Singha was caught in a situation of a maximum extraction of revenue, payments 

in cash, exploited peasantry, and disaffected nobility. Purandar Singha thus failed 

to meet his obligations. The discovery of Tea in 1834, and other information on 

the natural potentials of Assam, changed the entire attitude of the British towards 

Assam. Thus. in 183 8, Upper Assam was annexed, and the Raja pensioned off. 

Also prompted by similar economic as well as strategic reasons, the British 

annexed the petty states of Cachar, Jayantia, Khamtis and Matak And in 183 8, 

British administration, in the form present in the rest of India was introduced in 

Upper Assam as also, in Kamrup, Nowgong and Darrang. As British rule was 

consolidated, the whole of Assam came under an uniform British administrative 

system. 

Initially they attempted a system akin to the system prevalent in the Ahom 

days, and also tried to employ the upper classes in administrative jobs. The entire 

system was however totally alien to the old Ahom officials and nobility, and 

they thus proved incompetent in the new jobs entrusted to them. These officers, 

who had served as heads of the khels, were therefore overthrown and with them 

the paik system also came to an end. In their place the British began to appoint 

men from the neighbouring states of Bengal to the administrative posts. Thus, 

357 



during the first few decades of the British rule the clerical and bureaucratic 

posts in the administration were by and large monopolised by people from 

Bengal, the higher posts being held by the British officers. 

The administrative changes introduced by the British, both executive and 

judicial was a change over the old medieval system. A centralised system, whereby 

the entire province was divided into districts administered by commissioners, 

replaced the old Ahom system. In the judiciary, the establishment of courts and 

panchayats, at the district and Sadar stations, also threw into disuse the old 

Ahom system, presided over by the King and the three Dangarias. The changes 

in the administration, were a change towards a modem bureaucratic machinery. 

This transition was however, a difficult one as it caused a breakdown of the old 

order, and in the process, caused a displacement of the upper classes who had a 

position of reckoning in medieval Assam. Having lost their wealth and position, 

and with nothing to fall back on, either in the form of education or expertise, 

the old order became a spent force in the changed set-up of Assam. 

British rule and their administrative policies in Assam brought about 

changes in the social life and outlook of the people. With the introduction of 

western education, the people of Assam were afforded an opportunity to avail 

the benefits of education. Although there was a resentment in the initial stages, 

specially among the upper classes, to whom education was made a pre-requisite 

for government jobs, but once they saw that opportunity came with education, 

they lost no time in making the best out of the facilities offered. Thus there 

aros~ a demand for schools, which sprang up not only at the Sadar Stations but 

also in ti'u! remote villages. Notwithstanding the fact that these schools lacked 

proper supervision and facilities like teachers, and text-books, the progress of 
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education was considerable. Another point to be noted that, since the medium 

was English or Bengali, education benefited only those who qualified from the 

English mediwn schools making them better-equipped for the government jobs. 

Yet, one cannot deny, that almost every branch of education witnessed some 

progress under the colonial rulers. Female education was given great impetus. 

Similarly, in the field of higher education, a few colleges were established for 

general education as well as technical. Although these developments were at 
y 

their infancy, they were a prelude to later developments. In these developments, 

the contribution of the missionaries were commendable. Despite the fact, that 

they had ulterior motives, and were guided by a proselytizing spirit, they 

established schools, both for boys and girls, some of them being pioneering 

efforts. To them also goes the credit of setting up the first printing press, issuing 

a number of publications, the most note-worthy being the Orunudoi, the first 

published journal in the region. It soon emerged as a formidable mouthpiece, 

not only for the missionaries, but also, for many educated youths of the time 

who used it to generously express their views. 

Thus, education and the missionaries, heralded a change in the social life 

of Assam. Education specially western education opened up the province to 

outside influence. Thus ideas from the west, and also from Bengal started filtering 

into the province. There were many among the upper classes, who began to 

proceed to Calcutta for higher studies, and came even more directly under the 

influence of Bengal and the west. The first change noticed were in the literature 

in the nineteenth century, that was the imposition of a foreign model. Thus the 

emphasis on God and religion ofthe medieval literature, shifted now to man, 

nature and society reflected in the literary works of the various writers. A spirit 

359 



of social criticism and rationalism had become evident. A change had come in 

the attitudes of the people with the contact with the modem west. There also 

began a crusade for the reintroduction of the indigenous Assamese, in place of 

Bengali in schools and government offices. 

The influence of Bengal was also noticed in the various changes that came 

into the society, in matters of food, dress etc. The main carriers, apart from the 

immigrants, were those who had been to Calcutta for education. Under this 

impact, with the newly imbued spirit of rationalism, and social criticism there 

began an enquiry into social abuses. Although they were far less in Assam, as 

many of the abuses, as in Bengal, were non-existent, yet some reforms were 

affected in issues like women emancipation, evils of opium, slavery and the 

like. Here again the Orunudoi, played its role in serving as a forum of public 

opmton. 

A legacy of the British colonial rule was the systematic implanting of 

colonial type of relationships for exacting revenue and exploiting raw materials 

and also marketing British goods. Changes were witnessed in the productive 

organisation, both in the agricultural and industrial sectors. These changes led 

to the destruction of the pre-colonial economy of Assam. 

Initially, although a system close to the indigenous system was maintained, 

and the khe/ system was retained for administrative services, the liability to 

render personal service was abolished and the revenue had to be paid in cash 

instead of in kind or personal service. A uniform revenue collection system was 

introduced. Assessments were made and the mouzadari system and the various 

settlement rules also defined the collection of revenue. These developments 
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brought into existence a landholder, with permanent land rights, which were also 

in-heritable, and transferable. This was not possible under the Ahom rule. A 

variety of taxes were also levied to augment the revenue of the province, since 

the prime interest of the British was the extraction of the maximum revenue 

possible. In the process, the economy was monetised. But the demands of a 

monetised economy and the organisation of a semi-tribal order could not go 

hand in hand. Moreover, after the period of disturbances, the pa{ks had left their 

fields and with no incentive to return to cultivation, production was low and 

money was scarce. With the conversion of the barter-oriented-money-short 

economy into a cash economy, initially, the British aimed at a policy of 

converting the old Ahom coins, into government dues, but due to the deprecated 

quality of the Ahom coins, there was a surplus of remittances over disbursements. 

There was an acute money shortage without an increase in the existing currency 

This was a crisis faced by the peasants who now had to pay his dues in cash. 

The British policy of maximization of land revenue, also led to the 

utilization of the abundant land lying waste in the province facilitated by the 

Waste Land Grants Rules, granting large areas at nominal rates. These 

developments coinciding with the discovery of tea in the region, led to large 

scale land grabbing by the Europeans, who made a headlong rush into the 

province. Jenkin's scheme of colonization, that of settling Europeans of capital 

on waste lands for the production of various cash crops, found great acceptance 

with the growing tea culture in Assam. From 1834, following the appointment 

of the Tea Committee, right down to the end of the 19th century, when the tea 

industry had become firmly entrenched in the region, a new dimension was added 

to the economic development of regions. There was a headlong rush of planters, 

into the valley of the Brahmaputra, to acquire land and start their own gardens. 
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The prospects were bright, profit good and abundant land. It was like a 'Mania'. 

Tea, which became the major industty of the region was a monopoly of the British 

capitalists. The region was integrated with the world capitalist order. Other cash 

crops like cotton, jute, silk, and even opium which were attempted, were soon 

over-shadowed by tea. 

Tea triggered off the development of the coal and petroleum industry in 

Assam. With the commercial navigation of the Brahmaputra, which was again 

mainly used for the transportation of the tea chests, there was a growing demand 

for coal which became an important item of export. With coal, Assam was drawn 

more into the vortex of the world economy. Like coal, mineral oil also developed 

into an important industry. Yet, at this point, one cannot fail to notice, that these 

industrial developments, like tea were financed out of British capital, and the 

products were also exported out of Assam; the indigenous people had no share 

in the profits, so also these developments left the local economy untouched. 

With these developments, a change was also witnessed in the trade pattern. 

Trade outside the province specially with Bengal was greatly stimulated in the 

post Charter Act of 1833 period, which removed a number ofTariffWalls. Trade 

however was entirely monopolised by the Marwaris. They collected the 

indigenous goods from the interiors in the province, which they sold outside 

the province, and vice versa. The indigenous Assamese population had no share 

in the profits. Even though statistics show an excess of exports over imports, 

the profits accrued brought nothing to the indigenous people. 

Transport and communication also showed a development in the form of 

steamer services, railways and roadways. But here again, these were not 
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adequately integrated with the rest of the country and were mainly to suit the 

colonial needs. 

An important feature of the colonial rule was the demographic change in 

the region. The tea industry first and the other industries as they gradually 

developed, led to large-scale immigration into the region from different parts 

of the country. This was in the form of not only labourers, but also traders, 

peasants and white collar professionals yielding pressure on the land and 

disrupting the economy of the region. Although throughout the period, there 

was an upward growth of the immigrant population, the indigenous population 

remained stagnant or even decreased. There were thus a mix-up in the population, 

and shifts in composition and distribution. And inspite of increase in population, 

Assam could not meet her food requirements and had to import rice from Bengal. 

As such there was a steady flow of money outside the province, not only in the 

form of payments for rice but also in the form of wages, which were remitted 

out by the labourers from other parts of the country. Yet, the immigration brought 

about changes in the lifestyles of the people as they came into contact with 

divergent cultures. But at the same time the mass of the Assamese peasantry 

lived where he was, and the way he was. The big developments at his doorstep 

did not much affect him, and neither did he benefit from the changes. There was 

not much change in either food habits, dress, or mode of living, totally unaffected 

by the modem changes. 

lnspite of the wide diversity of traditional systems, with the advent of the 

British, a universal pattern of modernity emerged, and confronted the people 

with a challenge of defining their attitudes and adjusting to the changes. As in 

the rest of India, the change was artificial and forced from without. The British 
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rule thus affected all classes of people in Assam. The frrst to react to the colonial 

rulers were a disgruntled and disaffected nobility. As mentioned earlier, the old 

Ahom aristocracy, having neither the wealth nor the expertise to establish a 

position of reckoning, had become a spent-force in the new order. They soon 

found themselves elbowed out, by men from outside the province, as well as 

interlopers from below within the province. At the same time the early years of 

British rule, were a period of mal-administration, and prosperity did not return 

as was expected. To the nobility, who began to pin their faith on restoration, 

saw in it a return of their privileges. This discontent, manifested itself in the 

coups and rebellions that broke out beginning 1828. The rebellions were however 

suppressed, their failure being attributed to the lack of resources and 

disorganization of the rebels. Also to be noted was the lack or little support 

from the people, who at that time, placed their faith on the British rulers. Yet, 

the rebellions succeeded in creating an unsettlement in the minds of the natives. 

With the British occupation of the whole province, the paik system was 

abolished and there were enhancements of revenue. This was followed by the 

abolition of slavery in 1843. These changes led to a violent reaction among the 

aristocracy who could not reconcile to the loss of wealth that the paiks meant, 

and the loss of a life of ease and luxury. They tried to champion the cause of 

royalty. This signified, that the nobility were vainly trying to grasp the last straw. 

The cause was now championed by Maniram Dewan and his moves coincided 

with the outbreak of the mutiny of 185 7. Although the rebellion was nipped in 

the bud, it was evident that had there been an outbreak, it would have had mass 

support. 

In the post-Mutiny period the British policy of maximisation of revenue 
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saw, imposition of new taxes, enhancements of land revenue, ban on poppy 

cultivation, led to another phase of the peasant ryots, in 1861 at Phulaguri, and 

in 1894 at Rangia, Patharughat and Lachima. These uprisings reflected not only 

the discontent of the people against the policy of the colonial rulers, but also 

that the people's movement in Assam was slowly coming of age. The 1861 

uprisings were more of a spontaneous character, but the 1894 uprisings were 

prefaced by petitions and memorials, which were the work of an educated class 

and not the semi-literate peasantry. This was indicative that the grievances of 

the people were voiced by the educated, who now joined hands in taking up the 

banner of the protest. 

There emerged at this time, in between the peasantry and the aristocracy, a 

new social class -the educated middle class. They came from the land holding 

class, and with a strong educational advantage, took over the leadership in the 

society. Thus, men from every stratum of the society, whether business or politics, 

or social activist, emerged from this class. It were these men who led Assam 

into the twentieth century. But while playing a sympathetic role in the rebellions, 

they also compromised to a certain extent with the authorities, as at that time 

they were not yet secure to give up the British support. And inspite of the 

conflicts and contradictions, and the fact that in much of their activities they 

were under the influence of the renaissance in Bengal, the Assamese middle 

class still emerged to play a conspicuous role in the age of transition. 

The 18th and the 19th centuries were of immense significance in the 

historical development of the North-East Region. The Ahom rule which spanned 

a period of 600 yrs., reached its zenith of power in the 18th century. But even in 

the Ahom state, significant changes had taken place since their advent to the 
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region in the 13th century. In the course of their rule they had brought about 

significant changes in the techniques of production, in the relations of 

production, in the social relations, as well as religious developments. But these 

changes were endogenous in nature. In the 18th century, the process of change 

continued, but began to be affected by influences from outside the region. It 

was during the reign of the Ahom king Rudra Singha, that the impact of the Ahom

Mughal conflicts began to be witnessed. More so, as it was during this time that 

the self-imposed seclusion began to break down and men from other parts of 

the country started entering into the province. This was reflected in the changes 

in the dress-patterns, and the composition of the population. T~ade although 

rudimentary in nature saw their beginnings during this period. Following the 

commercial treaty of 1793, and even before that, the Europeans began their 

trading operations in the region. But these changes were slow and gradual. 

The nineteenth century however was a period of rapid change in Assam. 

The improvements in trade and commerce not only created an inflow of various 

new goods into the province, but also of men traders and merchants, and of 

course money. The civil wars and the Burmese invasions, acted as a speeding up 

process, hastening on one hand the end of the Ahom rule and on the other, the 

beginnings of a colonial rule over the province. In the post 1826 period the 

administrative policies of the colonial rulers, had a radical impact on the society 

and economy of the province. Under the influence of the various agencies of 

change, like education, communication, economic reforms, etc., the old 

organization slowly crumbled. These changes were in some areas a continuation 

of the process that began during the last part of the 18th century. What in fact 

occurred in the 19th century, in the colonial period was an intensification of the 

process under a much more forceful external influence. Thus, in the colonial 
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period the changes that occurred were largely exogenous in nature. It was an 

external imposition. Apart from the political bankruptcy of the Ahom monarchy 

that created a receptive state of mind to welcome some change for the better, 

no major internal factor aided this change. 

To a superficial observer, the changes that occurred were progressive. The 

administrative policies, executive and judicial, established a modern 

governmental machinery. The industrial developments of tea, coal and mineral 

oil, increased the economic viability of the province. The increased trade and 

monetization brought Assam into the vortex of the world economic order. The 

improvements in communication, broke down her isolation and led to an inflow 

from outside - of men, materials and ideas. Western education opened up the 

province further and made her a part of the sub-continent as well open to all 

kinds of information and ideas, leading in some cases to a change in the thinking 

process. 

Yet, an in-depth analysis proves that the effects were more of a regressive 

nature rather than progressive. The sudden imposition of an administrative system 

which was the product of a developed capitalist economy created maladjustments 

in the semi-tribal order, and had an unfavourable effect on the natural development 

of the economy. There was an all round stagnation. While on one hand tea 

plantation, petroleum industry and coal mines began to develop at a very fast 

rate, agriculture which was the main economy of the indigenous population began 

to stagnate. So much so that inspite of being preponderantly rural and dependent 

on agriculture, they could not meet their grain requirements to feed the 

increasing population. And inspite of the developments, industrial and otherwise, 

the indigenous Assamese reaped no benefits. Again it was noticed that the 
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demographic changes, accrued more from the increase of immigrants while the 

indigenous population growth remained stagnant, and even decreased. The 

immigration yielded pressure beyond the carrying capacity of land resources 

resulting in the pauperisation of the region. 

There was also an ongoing wealth drain out of the province, not only in the 

form of tea and other resources but also cash. All industries and plantation were 

fmanced by British Capital and worked on by immigrant labour, which led to an 

outflow of wealth, both profits and wages. Commerce was also in the hands of 

the non-Assamese and there was no trend towards the growth of a market 

economy. Apart from the mentioned industries, Assam remained industrially 

backward. One thus, notices a pauperization of the indigenous economy. 

A positive effect of the colonial period has been the spread of western 

education. But inspite of the statistics showing progress, education only touched 

the fringes of the society. The mass of the rural indigenous people remained 

illiterate possibly due to prejudice, but more due to economy. And whatever 

education they could avail of, it left them more confused than ever. 

Thus, while it is believed that modernization is synonymous with 

colonialism, and economic and social along with the interwoven changes in 

values, attitudes and beliefs, are results of the colonial impact, yet in Assam, 

there was a difference. The people and their mental attitude were simple, probably 

a result of the long imposed isolation. A complex mind could not develop. As 

such the indigenous people could not respond much to the outside factors, and 

take advantage of the benefits that arrived at their door steps. And although some 

change was evident among a few urban Assamese, they were the minority. 
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Thus, the stress and strains of modernization were greatly felt in the 

province. As Henry Cotton had remarked, the change from outside had the impact 

of a revolution not just a progress. It was the introduction of a complex machinery 

of western civilization into the simple society of the North East India. It was the 

case of the 'juxtaposition of societies differing widely in degrees of modernity,' 

as suggested by Black, and hence a disruptive effect occured. And with the 

imposition of changes, Assam entered upon a period of transition preparatory 

to the establishment as well as acceptance of the new system. The eighteenth 

and the nineteenth century, thus, stands as the period of transition from the 

medieval to the modem in the History of Assam. 
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