
• . 

'1'111~ Sf)f~Jf)-I~(~()N()!IIf:~ IIIS'I'()JlY ()J~ 
ilSSil!l IN '1'111~ 111'1,0 ilNI) I f)'1,11 (~I~N'I'IJilii~S : 

1\. S'I'IJI)Y f)l~ '1'111~ 'l'llilNSI'I'IftN 

'Jhe:li:l :~ubmitted to the (fauhati 1Jniver:Jity /or 

the ::Degree o/ ::Doctor o/ Phifo:~ophy in fli:ltory 

LOPITA NATH, M.A. 
Lecturer, Department of History 

Cotton College 
Guwahati - 781 001 

Assam, India 
2000. 





Professor J.N. Phukan 
Department of History and Archaeology 
Nagaland University 
Kohima Campus 
Kohima 797 001 
Nagaland 

Lakhimi Nagar Bylane 2 
Lakslurti Mandir 
Beltola 
Guwahati -781 028 
Ph. (0361) 305660 

CERTIFICATE 

Certified that Ms. Lopita Nath, M.A., has worked under my 

supervision for her thesis "Tlte Socio-Economic History of Assam in 

the 18tlt and 19th Centuries : A Study of the Transition". She has 

fulfilled all the requirements of the Ph. D. regulations of the Gauhati 

University, and the thesis is the product of her own investigations in the 

subject. I may here add that the thesis or any part of it has not been 

presented by the candidate to any other University for any research degree. 

Date : 15.5.2000 
?~ 

( J.N. Phukan) 

Formerly Professor & Head, 

. Department of History, 
Gauhati University and 
Presently Visiting Professor, 
Nagaland University, Kohima 



Certificate 

Preface 

Acknowledgement 

Abbreviations 

List of Tables 

List of Maps 

Chapters 

I. Introduction 

CONTENTS 

ll. Ahom Rule - Its Zenith and Decline 

III. Medieval Assam : Society 

IV Medieval Assam : Economy 

V. British Occupation of Assam and Disintegration 

of the Old Order 

VI. Social Changes under the British 

VII. Economic Changes under the British 

VIII. Repercussions, Reactions and Readjustments 

IX. Conclusion 

Bibliography 

Appendix A 

AppendixB 

AppendixC 

PAGE NO. 

1 - 111 

IV- Vl 

Vll- IX 

X 

X1 

1- 22 

23- 48 

49-96 

97- 144 

145 - 182 

183- 239 

240- 293 

294- 348 

349- 369 

370- 390 

1 

11-V 

Vl- Vlll 



PREFACE 

Historically, a period of transition is viewed between the breaks in the old 

system and the establishment of a new system. This period witnesses changes 

which are sometimes endogenous in nature, while at other times exogenous and 

due to external stimuli and forces. The present thesis is a study of the transition 

in Assam in the 18th and 19th century, in the socio-economic perspective. The 

period under review is of immense historical importance, as it was one of 

tremendous change from the medieval to the modem, from the old to the new. 

In the 18th century, under the Ahom rule although some changes were apparent, 

they were assisted from within. The Ahom monarchy could not resist the process 

of change that began in the last part of the 18th and early 19th century, and thus 

began to develop certain changes from within. The last part of the 19th century 

was however a period of transition from the medieval, traditional system to a 

modem one. The imposition of the British colonial rule penetrated the economy 

as well as the society of Assam. Changes came in the building of an infrastructure 

to sustain the economic developments in industry, commerce and 

communication. The closed society was exposed to western education, new ideas, 

new skills and new vices, as well as a change in the composition of the population 

that accompanied the developments. These changes came with a startling rapidity. 

They were imposed from outside without any internal or indigenous stimulus. 

The industrial developments, as well as all other inputs of production for the 

expanding modem sector were brought from outside. Society was also subjected 

to changes from outside. 

The period under review was subjected to an unenviable and complex 
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situation. As the totality of changes were due to external forces, a radical 

transformation could not emerge within the indigenous society itself. Society 

could not keep pace with the changes. The economic developmen~s did not alter 

the indigen~ so~~~!!!P: Urbanisatio~ was practically nil, and in this situation 
__.,.--··· ' ··-· 

the tra~tional syst~!!!S.,_~hetl!~:r:.~~-onomic or social could no(be altered by t4e 

new set-up. Even the new Assamese middle class found themselves in a minority. 

The stress and strains of transition were immense. The entire socio-
~ 

economic scenario was one of stagnation, a situation where the traditional 

elements co-existed with the newly introduced modem concepts and systems. 

The process of readjustment was painful for the indigenous population, and even 

today they are seen as frantically trying to take a grip of the changing situation. 

In the Introduction of the thesis, the purpose was to survey the existing 

literature on the topic of transition. Conceptual definitions of the terms, 

traditional, modemizatiQn and transition have been given to build a general 

paradigm upon which the transition could be studied. In Chapter II, the political 

system of the medieval period, showing the climacteric period of the Ahom 

rule is discussed. The decline of the 600 yr. old Ahom rule, the period of crisis, 

which manifested itself in internal dissensions and civil wars, and what factors 

aided this decline will be examined. In Chapter III, the society of the medieval 

period is analysed. The aim is to trace the traditional character of the society, 

and show the various factors that went into creating a distinct society , closed, 

rigid and custom bound. Chapter IV draws a picture of the medieval economy. 

The predominantly agricultural basis of the economy, as well as its self

sufficiency has been discussed. In Chapter V, the British occupation of the 

province and the major changes in the administrative system has been discussed. 

(Ii) 



The impact of these changes, resulting in the disintegration of the old Ahom 

political system has been examined.~pter VI examines the changes in the 

society in view of the administrative changes introduced by the British. How far 

the effects of the western education created~ ~p~~rit of rational enquiry as to the 

state of the society and the people have been discussed. In Chapter VII, the 

economic changes that attended the colonial rule is traced in the light of the 
..----- . 

breakdown of the old economic system. The economic developments vis-a-vis 

progress has been shown in the tea plantation, coal and mineral oil, and trade 

and marketing changes. Chap,!er VIII, discusses the reactions, responses and 
,_. 

repercussions of the indigenous people to these changes. The effects of the 

colonial rule and the modernizing process (social and economic) on the people 

are discussed. The stress and strains that attended the transition process are 

dealt with. Chapter IX is the concluding chapter. The effects, readjustments and 
,_ - ~ ' 

resistance to the transition are dealt herein. The measure of change and continuity, 

progression and regression have been critically analysed. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

General Statement of the Problem 

Changes take place perpetually in all societies old or new - change in the 

method and technique of production of subsistence and wealth, change in thinking 

and feeling, change in the attitudes to life ... ,and correspondingly change in 

social organisational pattern. 1 A law of society and nature, the process is the 

result of calamities and crisis, specially man-created crisis as the aggression of 

foreign powers; deeply affecting outlooks and attitudes, causing the e¥olution 

of new social institutions, and readjustments in the existing ones. The question 

of social change has been increasingly debated upon by social scientists of today. 

Cyril Edwin Black from his vantage point as historian has argued that 

revolutionary change in man's life in modern times, confined principally to the 

west, for several centuries, had come to affect all societies. "For the first time 

in history, a universal pattern of modernity is emerging from the wide diversity 

of traditional values and institutions, and peoples of all nations are confronted 

with the challenge of defining their attitudes towards fundamental changes that 

are world wide in scope'? Neil J. Smelser has argued the aspect of the matter of 

social change most cogently. Social change according to him moves ahead "by a 

complicated leapfrog process, creating recurrent crisis of adjustment". 3 

The dictionary meaning of this process of social change is transition. The 

idea of transition as developed in this thesis, is the transition from medieval to 



modem. Twentieth century works on transition, as in the transitional debates 

edited by R.J. Holton,4 focused on the transition from feudalism to capitalism. 

They explain the emergence of European modernity. The contribution of Marx 

and writers in the Marxist tradition represents one of the most influential attempts 

to understand the origin and nature of the modem western world. The distinctive 

contributions of Marx and Engels in their historical studies, centres on the 

understanding of the dynamics of modem western society in terms of the 

Capitalist mode of production. 5 Holton has, however, opined that Marx's legacy 

to subsequent analyses of the transition process, is fundamentally problematic. 

This has been attributed to the remarkable degree of interpretative divergence 

among recent analysts, the vast accumulation of empirical data pertaining to 

transition since Marx's day, and also to certain areas of logical incoherence, 

ambiguity or shifts of emphasis within Marx's own work of social change.6 

Holton himself has come to a conclusion, that 'there is no characteristically 

Marxist theory of the transition from feudalism to capitalism. Marxists disagree 

quite fundamentally over the conceptualisation of capitalism and feudalism, the 

substantive explanation of transition, and over underlying teleological 

assumptions'. 7 As such, the 'economic' framework has been regarded as 

inadequate to the transition problem. Economic determinism, as the pressure 

from market forces, nor any kind of productive force determinism, appear 

inadequate as prime movers of the process. Scholars, Marxists as well as non

Marxists are now looking beyond conventional economic theory and showing 

an increasing interest in the historical importance of cultural and political 

residuals. 8 

Attention has been drawn to the work of Max Weber, who in his 

substantive analysis of individual historical' conjunctures,9 has argued "that the 
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emergence of capitalism depended to only a very limited extent on the pre

existence of a feudal economy or polity. Weber explains the successful 

consolidation of capitalism in different parts of Europe has been attributed to 

exogenous as well as endogenous influences. 

In recent times, a shift has occurred among analysts from Western Europe 

to the developing countries of South Asia. R.I. Crane edited, Transition in South 

Asia: Problems of Modernisation, a collection of symposium papers, helped 

to illuminate features of transition from tradition to modernity in that part of 

the world. 10 Historical periodization here assumes some measure of importance 

in understanding the transition process from one period to another. In the 

medieval period the societies were characterised as traditional. George S. 

Masannat has written that "societies are characterised by their hierarchical social 

structure and tend to be custom bound, ascriptive and predominantly rural and 

agricultural". 11 C. E. Black, has also described the traditional societies as being 

typically closed and rigid in their structure, members primarily peasants living 

in isolated villages, poor and illiterate and having little contact with central 

political authorities. 12 Myron Weiner, has made an attempt to distinguish between 

tradition and traditionalism. "Tradition refers to the beliefs and practices handed 

down from the past; as we reinterpret our past, our traditions change. In contrast, 

traditionalism glorifies the past beliefs and practices as immutable", writes 

Weiner. People's attachment to the past, and reluctance to change has been 

described as traditionalism. "Traditionalism, by virtue of its hostility to 

innovation, is clearly antithetical to the development of modernization; 

traditions, which are constantly subject to reinterpretation and modification, 

constitute no such barrier. 13 
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Traditional societies are constantly giving way to change and modification, 

thus creating a bridge from the medieval to the modem age. The term applied to 

the process of change, whereby less developed societies, said to exist in an age 

which is distinctly pre-modern, acquire characteristics common to more 

developed societies, is Modernization. It is hardly, an exaggeration to say that 

there are as many definitions of modernization as there are schools of thought. 

One school has treated modernization as a general phenomenon of social change, 

another has defined it in economic and social terms, while a third has tended to 

synthesize socio-economic along with other aspects into a broader definition 

of modernization. 14 Modernization, can thus, be viewed as a total process. It is a 

historically inescapable and irretrievable process of social change from the 

traditional way of living and thinking. It marked a definite break with the past 

traditions and a fresh reordering of the socio-political structure, economic 

system and the whole attitude of man to human relationship, society and the 

universe _IS 

C. Edwin Black, a historian, defines modernization in a broader scope as 

'the process by which historically evolved institutions are adapted to the rapidly 

changing functions that reflect the precedented increase in man's knowledge 

permitting control over his environment that accompanied the scientific 

revolution'. 16 Further, Black is of the opinion that this process, which began in 

Western Europe spread to other societies, from the nineteenth century onwards 

resulting in extensive adaptation and change. While defining the term, Black 

gives its synonyms, 'Europeanization', 'Westernization', 'Industrialization', and 

'Innovation', which have also been used by R.I. Crane in his work on South Asia, 

A. Jha and M.N. Srinivas in their dealings on social change in modern India. 17 

These synonyms, often confused with the mother term (modernization), explain 
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in a general way the impact of the developed West, on the less developed 

societies. The worldwide diffusion of modem institutions from Western Europe, 

where they originated, to the rest of the world, is a central feature of the modem 

age, as suggested by Black. But 'Westernization', might not necessarily mean 

modernization. 18 The same applies to industrialization or innovation as well. 

Karl Deutsch, has summarised modernization as a total process of change and 

he postulates it as a necessary consequence of social mobilization. Deutsch has 

defined it as breaking away from old settings, habits, and commitments, and 

induction into new patterns of lifestyle. These processes of change render 

people's dispositions less traditional, less parochial and less apathetic. 19 

Social scientist W. W. Rostow has defined modernization in terms of 

economic development. "Economic development is defined with the 

mechanization of production and industrialization". 20 The simple operational 

definition specified simultaneously the aspirational continuum of economic 

development and the comparative measure of achievement levels along this 

continuum. In so doing, it focused the analysis of economic development and 

anchored the more comprehensive analysis of modernization as a societal 

process. Modernization, therefore is the process of social change in which 

development is the economic component. 21 However, due to continuous 

interaction between, economic and non-economic factors, efforts have been 

made to conceptualize modernization as a contemporary mode of social 

change that is both general in validity and global scope. 

An important feature in historical development is the interim period 

between one period of development to the other. This is the period of 

transition. B. F. Ryan writes that "except for tiny and extremely remote tribal 
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peoples, the tJ:aditional societies of yesterday are transitional societies today. 22 

He further suggests that to term a people 'transitional', is to say simply that a 

change in pace has occurred in orienting their society towards rationality and 

other aspects ofmodemization.23 Another social scientist, GeorgeS. Masannat 

opines that transitional societies are those which have one foot in modem society. 

Infact, a large segment of the population in transitional societies remains custom 

bound with parochial loyalties, while only a small segment, the educated few, is 

modern in its attitudes and outlook and its loyalties are national rather than 

parochial. The modernizing elites are not fully integrated into a new set of values 

and way of life patterned on modern lines. Social norms and customs remain 

deeply rooted in society and regulate 'most aspects of daily lifeY 

The quest for modernization is not an easy one; the traditional societies 

are faced with many dilemmas. There is the inevitable breakdown or 

disintegration of traditional norms and customs which pervade every level 

of society and every aspect of daily life. At the same time, there are the 

complex problems of disparities between the elites and the masses, the urban 

and the rural, the educated few and the illiterate many, the very rich and the 

very poor, and the unskilled many. Such disparities created instability, 

frustration, alienation of the masses from the power elites, as also the 

difficulties in accepting urban values and ways of life. 

The traditional and transitional societies differ in their response to 

modernization. As S.N. Eisenstadt writes, "The history of modem societies 
I 

is of course, full of cases of unsuccessful adoption, or lack of adoption, of 
1 

existing structures to new types of problems and organizations and of inability 

on the part of major institutions to incorporate even in a partial way the various I 
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changes and movements of protest that are inherent in the process of 

modernization". 25 The stress and strains of transition are many. 

A central feature of the transition process is the impact of the modernizing 

west on the less-modem societies. Black suggests that the juxtaposition of 

societies differing widely in degree of modernity cannot but exert a disruptive 

influence on less modern societies although the extent of disruption depends 

on the circumstances under which modernization is introduced. ~n any event, 

where the jet plane and the ox -cart exist side by side, the strains of modernization 

are immeasurably greater than where the development of the various aspects of 

a society have been more gradual and balanced. 

Modernization effects not only the domestic development of societies 

but also the relations among them. Power relationships are changed by 

strengthening the position of some at the expense of others. It has affected 

all individual societies, by the point in time by which modernization has been 

introduced and also by the influence of the modernizing west. This affect 

has at times proved beneficial, as the modem societies served as tutors to 

the other societies. In this respect imperialism may be regarded as a 

modernizing force. 26 

During the past century, South Asian peoples have been involved in 

an uneven fashion in the modernizing process. This can be attributed to a 

large measure to the western policy of colonizing the East. The colonial 

movement of the nineteenth century was the most important in magnitude, 

and most fraught with consequences. It has brought about the subjugation and, in 

some instances the disappearance of every people regarded as backward, archaic 
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or primitive. It has overturned the history of the peoples it subjugated, and 

imposed on subject peoples a new situation. These subject peoples, distributed 

throughout Asia, Africa and Oceania were designated as backward or pre-modem. 

Colonialism, as a phenomenon, imposed a certain type of evolution on 

subjugated populations.27 

Balandier, a historian examines colonialism with respect to the colonial 

power. In the historians view, colonialism shattered the isolation of the 

colonial peoples. He analyses the economic and administrative systems by 

which the colonial power implants itself in the colonial societies. The history 

of the colonized peoples thus developed as a result of foreign presence. 

An important feature of the colonial societies, was the transformation 

affected by the imposition of reforms. The economic and political framework 

lias been frequently revolutionized by exploiting economic resources and 

establishing colonial administrations. 'Economic exploitation is based on the 

seizure of political power - the characteristic features of colonialism. Thus, 

'colonial imperialism is merely one manifestation of economic imperialism'. 28 

In addition to economy, colonialism has affected - population transfers, 

transformation of traditional laws, questioning the ownership of resources, 

policies requiring certain levels of productivity, drawing attention to the fact 

that "colonialism was literally at times an act of social surgery" .29 

Broadly speaking, colonialism has involved the interplay of three closely 

interrelated forces - an historical association. The three closely associated 

factors are economic, governmental and missionary activities, and it is in terms 

of these factor that anthropologists have analysed 'social changes'. As stated 
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earlier, the economic aspects of colonialism have been given greater emphasis. 

The quest for raw materials by the colonial powers, for utilization in the home 

industrial complex, large scale exploitation, import - export trade, reduction of 

the colonial peoples to the role of peasants, labourers, and domestic, the 

difficulty of the native to rise economically and finally, the economic stagnation 

of the indigenous masses, are the characteristics of colonialism. 

The governmental and missionary activities have led to transformations 

among the indigenous peoples. Most significant are the cultural and social 

changes - like the destruction of the family system, emancipation of younger 

generations, establishment of monetary economy, threat to traditional 

hierarchies (wealth and rank no longer associated) and dislocation of 

traditional groupings. The most notable result of missionary activities, 

besides the spread of education is the 'de-tribalization' of the indigenous 

population. ~o 

A study of the modernizing process in the countries of South Asia, has 

led us to understand that modernization is synonymous with colonialism as 

referred to earlier. Economic changes and its consequences, changes in the 

political arena, demographic changes and related issues, changes in living 

and employment patterns, rapid urbanization, changes in family structure 

and kingship systems, changes in language, literary prose, communication 

networks, and in life-styles with accompanying change in values, 31 are changes 

resulting from the colonial impact, which historians have termed as 

modernization. 

Indian Scene: Of the South Asian peoples' experiencing changes as a result of 
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the colonial impact, the best is the Indian example. Transition as referred to by 

scholars causes a state of disequilibrium in the society, which is attributed to 

exogenous as well as endogenous factors. The changes are the result of some 

movement from within and some movement from without. Max Weber writes 

that 'Traditional societies had within them the seeds of modernity". The factors 

of change causation among others are the peaceful invasion and the conquest 

and domination by a foreign power. In India the advent of the colonial domination, 

and the introduction of the modem knowledge and modem socio-political 

institutions resulted in a transition towards modernization. 

India's old regime, particularly at the time it confronted British power 

and ideas in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, was diffused and 

decentralized, dominated by micro, rather than macro institutions. With the 

disintegration of the Moghul empire and the weakening of Indian regional and 

local rule by British policy and administration, the traditional society of villages, 

castes, and families had assumed a considerable measure of self regulation. 32 

Romila Thapar writes that "The 18th century saw the decay of empire at the 

political level and the more widespread break-up of social organizations at a 

basic level. Village economy became more localised, communities tended to 

develop into self-sufficient centres". 33 The strength and importance of micro

institution affected the capacity of the British rule to change Indian society. 

British Imperialism in India manufactured and induced change from outside 

and above in order to establish new values and some aspects of a modem economy 

and society. In 1853, Marx saw the coming of modernity in India in terms of the 

destruction of the objective conditions of tradition and their replacement by 

the objective conditions of modernity. Marx, in his 'Selected works' and the 
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'British rule in india', writes "England has broken down the entire framework 

of Indian society, without any symptoms of reconstruction yet appearing". 34 He 

further writes, "England has to fulfil a double mission in India : one destructive 

and the other regenerative ... the annihilation of the old Asiatic society, and the 

laying of the material foundations of western society in Asia". 35 The annihilation 

process was not yet complete, when the latter was begun through the imposition 

of political unity, education, navigation, and internal communication, creating 

private property in land, introducing irrigation by revitalizing agriculture and 

creating an exchange market. Thus the isolation was broken down. These 

impositions though indispensable to social advance destroyed the self-sufficient 

inertia, the village artisan ship and the hereditary divisions oflabour upon which 

the Indian society rests. But yet under the revolutionary impact of British 

imperialism, India has shown a strong propensity to transform and to move 

imperceptibly from traditional to modern. 

In India, Henry Cotton, in studying the transition has remarked that 

the change was artificial and forced from without. It is the product of the 

relationship between two civilizations at an unequal stage of development in 

immediate contact with one another. In India, the question was not one of progress 

only, it was a revolution pure and simple; the introduction of a complex 

machinery of Western civilisation into the simple society of the East. Under 

the influence of the various agencies of change, like education, communication 

etc., the old organisation slowly crumbled, and the Indian races entered upon a 

long career of transition preparatory to the establishment of a new order. 36 This 

inevitably led to a tussle between the native traditional culture and the modern 

institutions, demanding a whole lot of readjustments. 
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Regi1al Studies : Assam 

Most of the above mentioned studies explaining the transition from the 

medieval to modern period, based on the socio-economic study, reflected the 

conditions of northern India, as also Bengal and Bihar. 37 Such all India studies 
. 

were generalisations, without taking into consideration regional variations. As 

such regional studies taking into consideration regional peculiarities have their 

importance. This study is an attempt to study the transition process in Assam, 

the then eastern-most State oflndia. 

Assam's transformation from the medieval to the modern period is of 

historical impmiance, as the province had to live in self-imposed isolation till 

the advent of the British in 1826 A.D. Thus whatever changes occurred in Assam 

till 1826 were primarily endogenous and archaic in nature. The state was kept in 

isolation by the Ahom rulers to keep intact their political control over a region 

into which they themselves entered as foreigners. This isolation was also fostered 

by the geographical as well as climatic conditions of the region. 

Despite its hilly and swampy terrain and difficult communication, the 

region was never entirely cut off from the currents of historical process that 

shaped the subcontinent. Contacts at cultural level with the rest of the country 

continued. ~ 8 During the Ahom rule there had been relations with not only the 

states and tribes surrounding the immediate frontier, but also with the greatest 

of the Indian powers, the Moghuls. These relations are attributed to Assam's 

treatment of foreign demands for political and commercial concessions, as also 

to the mutual wishes to establish bonds of friendship and alliance, and to 

strengthen earlier relations. Desire for friendship was inspired by an overt object 
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or dictated by the requirements of neighbourliness. 39 Assam, thus, had political 

relations with Moghul India, including the Subah of Dacca, Thana ofRangamati, 

Coach Behar, Cachar, Jayantia, Khyrim, Bhutan, Manipur, Tripura, Nara, 

Mungkang, and the Duffias, Miris, N agas, Singphos and Mishmis and other hill 

tribes. 

The Ahom rulers often encouraged men from India to come and settle in 

Assam. Artisans, craftsmen, weavers, clerks, accountants, scholars, saints, both 

Hindus and Moslems were selectively admitted and occasionally brought by 

special arrangements, to meet the deficit of such men in Assam. And once in, 

they merged with the society, becoming subjects of the Ahom government. King 

Rudra Singha, the most cosmopolitan of the Ahom monarchs, created the classes 

of Bairagis and Khaunds, deputing them to visit important places of India, and 

note beneficent foreign customs with a view to their introduction in Assam. He 

welcomed Bengali priests, scholars and musicians to his court and sent them 

back with presents to spread his fame. 40 During his reign the royal palace at 

Rangpur, and also the Talatalghar, were constructed by engaging architects and 

masons from Bengal. 41 Rudra Singha also welcomed change in dress patterns, 

evident when he put on a cloak, turban and shoes and presented the same to the 

Dang arias. Thus, the beginnings of transition, although restricted began in the 

mid-eighteenth century. 

In the early part of the eighteenth century, Europeans began their trading 

operations with Assam. Salt and some other goods of European make entered 

Assam. The outbreak of the Moamaria uprising compelled Gaurinath Singha to 

appeal for British help. This resulted in the mission of Captain Welsh, who was 

not only instrumental in restoring peace and suppressing the uprisings, but also 
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aided the Raja in organising a force on the European model. Assam entered into 

a commercial arrangement in 1793,42 which provided better facilities for 

commercial relations between Assam and the Company's provinces, and also 

opened up Assam to the rest of the subcontinent. It was a break in her isolation. 

The beginning of a change became evident with the inflow of goods and inflow 

of money. Assam was gradually passing from one period to another. 

It was however, after 1826, that alto&ether a new wind of change began to 

have a radical impact on the society and economy of the province. The 

introduction of administrative and economic policies, not only made Assam a 

part of the colonial economy, but also gave birth to new forces which made an 

impact on the process of development. It led Assam to the threshold of the 

modem world. It was a period of transition in the province, with one foot in the 

medieval period and the other in the modem. The dilemmas of transition were 

many. In Assam, as in the rest of the continent, the change after 1826 were 

exogenous in nature. The interplay of the three forces of Government, economy 

and missionary, played an important role in the socio-economic changes in the 

provmce. 

Pioneering works, referring to the beginnings of a change in Assam 

culminated in Edward Gait's monumental work. 43 Though essentially a political 

narrative, he has devoted a substantial portion of his work to the medieval history 

of Assam (13th to the 19th century). Reference is made to the socio-economic 

and political structure of society in the Ahom state. Gait has also devoted the 

later portion of his work (Chapter XII to XVIII) to the beginnings of colonial 

rule and its impact on the province. The work, however, does not satisfy the 

present need of the study of Assam from the point of political, economy and 
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social history. Following Gait, a number of major works emerged that include 

other pioneering works by S.K. Bhuyan, who in addition to editing a number of 

Buranjis, also came up with a number of publications. The Buranjis, specially 

the Tungkhungia Buranji, Kashinath Tamuli Phukan's Assam Buranji, Satsari 

Assam Buranji, 44 throw important light on the medieval period, the later part of 

the Ahom rule and also the beginnings of the British rule in Assam. Other 

publications like the Early British Relations with Assam, Anglo-Assamese 

Relations, Studies in the Literature of Assam, Hamilton's Account of Assam, 
y 

are invaluable in their dealings of, the medieval period, as also the colonial rule 

in Assam. 

Work on the transition process in medieval Assam has been done by 

Amalendu Guha. Though written as research articles, his exhaustive works, 45 

have been compiled into a book Medieval and Early Colonial Assam: Society, 

Polity and Economy. These early works on the medieval period, exhibited the 

process of transition from tribal mode to feudalism and the trauma and crisis, 

which manifested itself in the Moamaria uprising, that the structure faced in 

this transition. Other works on the impact of colonisation in Assam, 46 exhibited 

the difficulties associated with the transition to a modem way oflife. The early 

years of British administration which saw the break-up of the old system were 

depicted as years of painful and difficult transition. In 'Colonization : The Second 

Phase', and a 'Big Push without a take off,47 he has analysed the impact of the 

economic policies of the colonial rulers on the agrarian society of Assam. 

Manorama Sarma, in her Social and Economic Change in Assam: Middle Class 

Hegemony, has shown the rise of the middle class, under the impact of colonial 

rule in Assam. 
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Another historian, H.K. Barpujari's contributions are worth mentioning. 

In his Assam in the Days of the Company (1826- 58), and the Political History 

of Assam, he has analysed the political administration of the British rule in India 

and the accompanying policies. Barpujari's works on the contribution of the 

American missionaries48 are invaluable. The three volumes on the Problem of 

the Hill Tribes North-east Frontier, deals with an important aspect of the 

consolidation of the British power in this part of their Empire. In his recently 

published and edited Comprehensive History of Assam (Five Volumes), he has 
.,-

given a detailed analysis of the political, economic and social changes associated 

with the British rule, also, the reactions of the people of the province to these 

changes. 

All the above works are based on separate studies of the medieval and the 

modem periods of the history of Assam. Some works have also dealt with the 

administrative, eco~o)l\.ic or socia.!Afevelopments of the British rule in Assam. 
" -.~ 

The study of the transition as a connecting link between one period and the 

other is important to the understanding of the historical development of the 

region. Attempts have been made in some of the earlier works to study transition 

in terms of Feudalism and Capitalism. Our study is based on different 

assumptions and interpretations. An attempt is made in this thesis to review 

this process of transition in Assam and the dilemmas, stress and strains faced 

by the society in transition. 

Objective and Plan of study 

The objective of the study is to examine the process of transition from the 

medieval to the modern period. The period of study is the 18th and the 19th 
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centuries, covering the last days of the Ahom rule, till about fifty years of the 

British rule in Assam. The analysis will be iB the light of the socio-economic 

changes, which follow the introduction of the colonial rule in Assam. 

In view of the above stated objective, we hypothesise, that as in the rest of 

India, the transition occurred in Assam endogenously as well as exogenously. 

Slow, but gradual changes had become apparent from the end of the Ahom rule, 

resulting in a break in her isolation and rigidity. The inflow of outsiders in the 
y 

form of traders, increase in the variety of goods, all can be attributed to the 

change. With the coming of the British, radical changes, occurred in Assam. 

These changes resulted under the impact of political administration, economic 

policies, improvements in communication and education. 

The problem will be studied as stated : 

y~he administrative changes introduced by the colonial rulers which 

led to the break-up of the earlier medieval structure are reviewed. 
"" 

~/ An examination of the socio-economic changes vis-a-vis 

modernisation that followed the colonial rule in the province . 

.. ...,}· An analysis of the impact of transition on the people, responses, 

readjustments and resistance to the transition process. 

2 2 NOV 2012 

The limitations of this work is obvious. The study covers the period, the 

18th and 19th centuries when changes from one period to the other becomes 

evident. Hence, the conclusions that are arrived at will have to take that time 

constraint into consideration. Lastly, the source materials used, the primary 

sources, and report and bulletins of the British officials and administrators, 
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have been mostly published. Moreover, the study being macro rather that micro, 

some details could not be handled and snapshots had to be substituted instead. 

Sources 

The study has been conducted within the norms of historical methodology. 

Historical sources like documents, records etc. have been consulted in the 

various libraries. The study does not involve any field investigation. The source 
........---.. .~ .. --~-

materials have been examined and analysed, evidences weighed and the 

conclusions arrived at after a proper utilisation and interpretation of relevant 

facts. 

In the course of research, materials both primary and secondary, published 

and unpublished are consulted. The primary sources for the study of the medieval 

period consisted of the Buranjis, most of them published by the Department of 

Historical and Antiquarian studies. The primary sources also comprised the 

contemporary records and documents such as Foreign, Political, Judicial and 

Revenue Consultations, and the Proceedings and miscellaneous records of the 

East India Company at theN ational Archives of India, New Delhi, West Bengal 

State Archives, Calcutta and Assam Secretariat Record room, Guwahati. 

Published documents, accounts and reports by contemporary British and 

European officials, administrators and traders, like Francis Hamilton, Johi1 

Butler, William Hunter, Jenkins, and others, have also been consulted in various 

libraries within and outside the State, notably chronologically ranging from the 

end of the eighteenth century to mid-nineteenth century, throw light on the 

administrative, socio-economic and cultural conditions of Assam. Judging by 

their intrinsic worth and authenticity, these have been regarded as of primary 
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importance and as original sources. Contemporary publications, chronicles, 

journals etc. like Arunudoy, Banhi, Mau, Jonaki, have been consulted. Secondaty 

works relating both to the medieval and modem period have been widely consulted 

after testing their authenticity and validity. National Library, Calcutta, Asiatic 

Society of Bengal, Jawaharlal Nehru Library, Teen Murti, New Delhi, D.H.A.S, 

Cotton College Library, S.K. Bhuyan Library, Gauhati University Library, Kamrup 

Anusandhan Samiti Library, District Library, and others within and outside the 

State have been used to study the various secondary sources. In addition, other 

contemporary and literary works ofGunabhiram Barna, Lakshminath Bezbarua, 

Hem Chandra Goswami, B.K. Barna and others, which throw ample light on the 

Assamese society of the period under review, have been used as secondary source 

materials . 
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CHAPTER II 

MEDIEVAL ASSAM 

THE AHOM RULE: ITS ZENITH AND DECLINE 

The Ahom rule in Assam which began in the early part of the 13th century 

and continued till the early part of the 19th centuty, marked an era of change and 
'C 

development. This period has great significance with far-reaching political, 

economic and social implications in the historical development of the North

East. The historical documents, extant records, chronicles and the available 

sources, reveals a kaleidoscope of events that points to the evolution of a distinct 

system and the establishment of a hegemony that was never seen or heard of in 

a region of variegated ethnic differences. 

Advent of the Ahoms 

The advent of the Ahoms, a branch of the Shan group of the most widespread 

Tai population of South-East Asia, 1 to the Brahmaputra valley is an important 

event in the process of historical development of the North-Eastern region. The 

other Tai groups, scattered over a vast region between Lat 7o to 26° north and 

94 o - 11 oo East, are known by different national appellation as Shan in Myanmar, 

Thai in Thailand, Lao in Laos, Dai and Zhuang in China and Tay-Thai in Vietnam. 2 

Their inhabited area, covered several thousand square kilometres, intersected 

by several mighty rivers like the Yantze-Kiang, Red River, Menam, Mekong, 

Irawaddy, Salwin and the Brahmaputra. 
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In the early part of the 13th century , the Ahoms under Siu-ka-pha, 

established a new kingdom in the South-Eastern comer of the Brahmaputra valley. 

According to the Ahom chronicles, Siu-ka-pha came from Mong-Mao, a Tai 

state in South-Western Yunnan, in 1215 A.D. with a following computed at 

9,000,3 along with nobles and chiefs from several provinces (mong) with their 

armies and officers. He also brought with him two elephants - a male and a 

female, three hundred horses, and the idol of the tutelary deity of the royal 

family. In 1228 A.D., Siu-ka-pha entered the Naga country, near Khamjang in 

the Patkai region, and after subjugating a number ofNaga villages he organised 

a province there. 4 Then he followed the Burhi Dihing river and crossing the pass 

(Pangshu pass) he entered the valley of the Brahmaputra. In the valley, he 

established several provinces (mong), and finally in 1263 A.D., settled at Cha

rai-deo, which he made the capital of his newly established kingdom. This Tai 

kingdom was bounded by the Patkai, the Burhi Dihing, the Brahmaputra, the 

Dikhow and the Naga hills, presently covering the districts of Dibrugarh and 

Sibsagar, which remained the centres of the kingdom throughout the Ahom rule. 5 

The occupation of the Brahmaputra valley by the Ahoms was not an invasion, 

but a gradual and peaceful penetration, without displacement of the local 

inhabitants of the area. 6 Siu-ka-pha adopted a policy of tact and diplomacy, 

combined with assimilation and intermarriage with the chiefly families of the 

Morans and the Borahis. After Siu-ka-pha's death in 1268 A.D., his policy was 

continued by his successors. This enabled the establishment of a kingdom which 

expanded and encompassed the Brahmaputra Valley, well over a period of six 

hundred years. 

The rise of the Ahom power under the successors ofSiu-ka-pha saw a period 

24 



of expansion and seizure of power by the Tai governing class from the rulers 

long ruling the areas west and south of the valley. The first extension of territory 

ofthe Ahomkingdom occurred during the rule ofSiu-hum-mong (1497- 1539). 

However, an extension of political influence in the west led to a conflict with 

the kingdom ofKamata during the reign of Siu-khang-pha (1293 - 1332) who 

brought them to terms. 7 East of the river Burhi Dihing, the Ahoms came into 

conflict with the Chutiyas, a tribe of the Bodo-Kachari race, and whose kingdom 

extended to the Subansiri, with their capital at Sadiya. 8 The first conflict is noted 

during the rule ofSiu-hum-mong in 1512 A.D. The ensuing conflict ended with 

the conquest of the Chutiya territory, and the appointment of Phra-sen-mong 

Bargohain as the Governor of Sadiya, (Sadiya Khowa Gohain). 9 The Ahom 

territory was now extended beyond Sadiya upto the limit of the hills. 

The reign of Siu-hum-mong also witnessed the Ahom expansion into the 

Kachari kingdom on the south bank of the Brahmaputra from the Dikhow to the 

Kallang including the valleys of the Dhansiri and the Doyang. However, earlier 

during the reign of Siu-teu-pha (1268- 81) the Ahoms occupied the territory 

upto the Namdang, a tributary of the river Dikhow. 10 During the reign of Siu

hum-mong, the conflict was settled in favour of the Ahoms, the Kacharis 

withdrew to the west of the Dhansiri, as far as Maibong in the present North 

Cachar Hills. The Ahoms henceforth termed the Kacharis as Thapita- Sanchita 

(established and preserved). 11 An officer styled the Marangi- Khowa- Gohain 

was appointed to administer the acquired territory. The Ahoms thus, became the 

masters of the Dikhow and Dhansiri valley. 

The steady expansion of the Ahom power brought them into a contact in 

the west, with another expanding power, the Koches, who und~r Biswa Singha 
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made themselves masters of the country west of the Bamadi. Under the astute 

rule of Naranarayan and the military generalship of commander Chilarai, the 

Koches attempted to overthrow the Ahom power. The initial reverses during the 

reign of Siu-klen-mung, ended in the decisive victory of the Ahoms at the 

'Pichalapariya ran' .12 The ensuing conflict was one of mixed results, and by 

1565 A.D., the Ahoms recovered their paramount position. The division of the 

Koch kingdom in 15 81 A.D. into Koch Bihar, west of the Sankosh, and Koch 

Hajo to its east, greatly weakened the Koches. While Koch Bihar later came to 

be a vassal state of the Mughals, Koch Hajo came under Ahom domination, until 

it was finally annexed in 1682 A.D. 

During the reign ofPratap Singha ( 1603 - 41 ), the Ahom political hegemony 

expanded upto the Jayantia kingdom, which lay further south of the Kachari 

kingdom. Political relations were established at the initiative of the Jayantia 

king, who offered a Jayantia princess in marriage to the Ahom king, and thus 

virtually became a subordinate . The political relations during the reign of the 

same king, further extended to the establishment of commercial relations 

between the two kingdoms. Markets were established at the frontier under the 

superintendence of the Ahom officers appointed for the purpose. Relations thus 

established continued with minor ruptures under the successive Ahom 

monarchs, 13 during the whole century, until the reign of King Rudra Singha. 

In the seventeenth century, a serious danger to the Ahom state came to be 

posed by the eastward expansion of the Mughals, whose sway had by then extended 

over the entire sub-continent except for the north-east which remained outside 

their political control. The westward movement of the Ahoms also became more 

vigorous from the time ofPratap Singha (1604- 1641 ) and this made a conflict 
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with the Mughals inevitable. The Ahoms successfully resisted the advance of 

the Mughals and the Barnadi on the north bank and the Asurar Ali on the south 

bank of the Brahmaputra became the boundary between the two dominions. The 

eastward expansion of the Mughals however continued almost throughout the 

whole century leading to several armed engagements between the two. In 1662 

- 63 , the Ahoms suffered a temporary setback in the expedition of Mir Jumla 

and had to come to terms at Ghiladharighat (Jan.1663 A.D.). By the terms of the 

treaty, the Ahom king, Jayadhvaj Singha ( 1648- 63 ) agreed to send his daughter 
'C 

to the Mughal harem, pay a war indemnity and also cede Kamrup and part of 

Central Assam. In 1663 - 70 , under the efficient generalship of Lachit 

Barphukan, the Ahoms inflicted a crushing defeat on the Mughals in the famous 

battle of Saraighat in 1671. The last of the Mughals were driven out from 

Guwahati by Gadadhar Singha in 1682. Henceforth, the river Manas came to be 

the western boundary of the Ahom kingdom. 

The eastward advance of the Mughals was accompanied by a penetration of 

new ideas into the Brahmaputra valley. It afforded the Ahoms an opportunity to 

witness the pomp and grandeur, as well as made them acquainted with the high 

standard of the Mughal civilization. A cultural wave from the west gradually 

touched the country. In the course of the Mughal sojourn at Garhgaon, several 

members of the troops were left behind as war prisoners, who settled near 

Sibsagar. Thus, a new group of people settled in Assam. These men along with 

the people who accompanied the armies were responsible for the percolation 

of new faith and ideas into the region. These influences became more pronounced 

during the reign of King Rudra Singha ( 1696 - 1714 ) when foreign priests, 

physicians, musicians, influential persons, artisans and craftsmen, were allowed 

and some of them sent back with gifts, 14 and all these opened up the province to 
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outside influence. The Tripura envoy mentions the celebrations of the Durga 

Puja with all the paraphernalia at Rangpur, the new capital. 15 Craftsmen like 

jewellers, weavers, potters and tailors were welcomed to the region. The king 

himself contributed to the cultural progress by patronising learning and 

education, music and dance, games and sports and art and architecture. 16 The 

royal palace at Rangpur was constructed by employing up-country or Bengal 

architects. 17 Another palace, the Talatal-Ghar with a few stories underground 

was also constructed at Tengabari. Temples were also built, where festivals like 

holi were celebrated. These palaces and temples reveal the architectural 

characteristics of Bengal and the bricks used were made by Ghanasauddin, a 

Muhammedan architect from Bengal, indicative of the cultural influence that 

came in the wake of the Mughal conflict. Change in the dress patterns of the 

King was noticeable for the first time, in the adoption of the cloak, turban and 

shoes after the Mughal style. The same presented to the Patra Mantris was 

refused, except by the Buragohain who later accepted. From that time the custom 

of making presents consisting of turbans, cloak and shoes was introduced. 18 The 

same influence was discernable in the admission of entertainers from Bengal 

and Mughal Rajput paintings adorning the pages of the puthis ofbark depicting 

the life story ofKrishna. 18 These had its effects and gradual changes in the society 

had become apparent. 

Economic changes were also evident. Traders and merchants too entered 

the region in the wave that followed. Agar wood, elephant's tusk and other 

precious articles were very much in demand in India, while salt was the main 

item of export from Bengal. Coins came into circulation, and the Ahom king 

also began to issue coins. Rudra Singha was not averse to the opening of regular 

commercial intercourse between the Shah Mahajans and the Bar Mudois. 20 
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The changes that came thus necessitated an open-door policy. The province was 

opened to influence from outside. 

Rudra Singha's reign was devoid of any territorial expansion. The king, 

however, had to subjugate the Kacharis and the Jayantias, who had become 

virtually independent during the period of the Mughal wars. Rudra Singha also 

established friendly relations with the independent state of Khyrim or Khairam. 

In pursuance of his larger programme of extending influence through Bengal 

and eastern India, Rudra Singha established diplomatic relations with Suvamsa 

Rai of Dacca, and the Raja ofTripura through one Anandiram Medhi, a musician 

and acquaintance of the Raja. 21 The last great enterprise of his reign was a 

preparation for the conquest of Bengal. The two main objectives were to oust 

the Mughals from eastern India and to expand the western limit of the Ahom 

kingdom as far as the Karatoya river. To achieve this Rudra Singha attempted to 

organise a confederacy of the Hindu Rajas and Zamindars ofTripura, Koch Behar, 

Panga, Rangpur, Nadia, Burdhwan, Maurang, and Barnagar of Bengal. 22 The Raja 

of Amber appeared as the mouthpiece of the Hindu Rajas. 23 Inspired by the Pan

Hindu ideal, it appears that Rudra Singha sought to capitalize on the growing 

unpopularity of Mughals and appealed to the Hindu rulers to conquer the 

Muslims. He mobilized a large army, and personally marched to Guwahati in 

1714 A.D. 24 But the enterprise was aborted by the untimely death of King on 

29th August, 1 714 A.D. 

Rudra Singha's reign is memorable for the royal patronage of Hinduism, 

not only with a view to using it as a weapon against the growing power of 

Vaishnavism, but also to increase relations with the neighbouring Hindu kingdoms 

of Bengal. He thus brought in a Sakta priest Krishnaram Nyayavagish, a Brahmin 
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from Navadwip in West Bengal, to give him initiation. The priest was also 

promised charge of the Temple of Kamakhya on the Nilachal Hill, Guwahati. 

But as he himself could not accomplish the objective, he instructed his sons to 

accept the Bengali priest as their preceptor. 25 

Rudra Singha's rule of eighteen years, considering his achievements, can 

rightly be said to mark the climacteric of the Ahom rule. Apart from the material 

progress, art, architecture, improvements in communication, and encouragement 

to trade and commerce, the idea of a Pan-Hindu union conceived by the king 

was not only unprecedented but unique in the inter-state relations of those times. 

He became renowned as a statesman under whom the Ahoms and Assam absorbed 

the best elements of civilization with which they came into contact in the 18th 

century. 

Decline and fall 

The successors of Rudra Singha continued to patronise religion and 

literature. It was during their reign that most of the Hindu temples now in 

existence were constructed by making large endowments to Brahmans. The royal 

court teemed with learned men, poets and artists. The gorgeously illustrated 

works like Hasti-Vidyarnava, Sankachura-vadh, Gita-Govinda and 

Dharmapuran were compiled during this period. As such this age may be called 

the 'Augustan Age of Assamese literature'. 26 Thus, until the middle of the 

eighteenth century, strong and powerful monarchs on the throne ensured internal 

order and an accompanying prosperity. 

However, the later half of the eighteenth century saw the process of decline 
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set in. The reduction of the martial spirit among the successors ofRudra Singha, 

marked the first signs of decay, in the vigour of the divine race. 

Profound impact on the social and economic life came with the neo

Vaishnavite movement sponsored by Shankardeva and his disciple Madhav-deva 

in the 16th century. 27 Revolutionising the very face of the society of the 

Brahmaputra Valley, the movement led to large-scale detribalisation, broke 

grounds for the growth of feudalism, fostered community feeling and human 
.,. 

equality. Such ideologies favoured a comparatively free peasant community and 

encouraged trade specially in Lower Assam. These were diametrically opposed 

to the principles of the Ahom government which had been rigidly controlling 

the individual subjects and maximally exploiting their labour in the interests of 

the ruling class. 28 Realising the strength which the movement and the preceptors 

wielded over the population, and apprehending a threat, the royalty pursued 

policies of peace, patronage and persecution. 29 Gadadhar Singha also attributed 

the decay of the martial spirit of the Ahoms to the advocacy of vegetarianism by 

the vaishanavas. 30 But Rudra Singha reversed his father's drastic policy, 

rehabilitated the displaced pontiffs at their headquarters at Majuli, established 

Satras, granted scholarships and himselfbecame a disciple ofHaridev Adhikari 

Bapu of Auniati Satra in 1696_31 In order to check the growing power and 

influence of the Sudra Mahantas, he however, made an investigation into their 

claims to initiate Brahmans. 32 By 17 66, the loss of the martial spirit was evident 

when for the first time the Ahom nobles declined the proffered command of a 

military expedition. The change was disastrous, it involved the loss of the old 

martial spirit and the pride of race with which the Ahoms had till then been 

animated; their patriotic feelings thenceforth became more subordinated to 

sectarian animosities, and internal dissensions and intrigues and their power 
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soon began to decay. "33 

The Ahom kingdom by the mid-eighteenth centwy was an over-burdened 

hierarchical structure, supported a weak institutional base and meagre economic 

surplus. It had no standing army of professional soldiers. The entire administrative 

- military machinery and socio-economic organization rested on the paik or 

khel system. This system worked well in the heydays of the Ahom rule. But 

from the reign of Rajeswar Singha (1751 - 69), signs of a breakdown of the 

system had become apparent. The parks began to evade registration, owing partly 

due to the entrance into the Satras as bhakats, and due to commutation of 

obligations for money tax which became possible with the infiltration of a 

monetized economy into the natural economy of the region. Thus paik 

mobilisation in full strength had become difficult. 

The Ahom system of surplus extraction for the maintenance of the state 

and the nobility exhibited a degree of centralization. The state control and 

redistribution of the lands among the elements of the ruled created conflicts 

and contradictions. The policy of granting the state lands and paiks to the 

religious establishments, were disfavoured by the nobility as it affected the 

supply of paiks for public and personal purposes. Thus the crisis of the 18th 

centwy Assam, centered around the inadequate supply of paiks and the infighting 

within the Ahom nobility. 34 

The decadence of the Ahom monarchy can be traced to the successors of 

Rudra Singha. Sib Singha's reign saw the predominance of Saktism. Queen 

Phuleswari's fanatical zeal perpetrated a series of offensive religious activities 

that perpetuated the decline of the already weakening monarchy. Under the 
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influence of the Parvatiya Gossain, she launched a drive against the Moamarias 

who were strong monotheists compelling them to offer oblations to Goddess 

Durga, at the puja held at Rangpur. 35 This led to alienation of the Vaishnavite 

monks and the Mahantas who exercised considerable influence over the 

populace. Fresh insults were inflicted on the Mahanta, by the Bar Barua 

Kirtichandra during the reign of Rajeswar Singha ( 1751 - 1769). Popular 

discontent came to the surface during the reign of Lakshmi Singha ( 1769-

1780).36 

In November 1769, the Moamarias long seething with discontent, rose in 

revolt, occupied Rangpur and Garhgaon, deposed the reigning King and placed 

their own nominee on the throne. This success was of great consequence, as 

with the accession of a non-Ahom to the throne for the frrst time since 1228 

A.D., it posed a challenge not only to the concept of the divine right of kingship 

but also to the seven collateral Ahom families forming the core of the Ahom 

bureaucracy and enjoying that right. It thus shook the base of the Ahom kingdom, 

and shattered the myth of invincibility. Though after a brief interlude, the 

Moamarias were suppressed ruthlessly and Lakshmi Singha was reinstalled as 

king in 1770 A.D., the flame of discontent remained simmering beneath the 

apparent stability. 

Gaurinath Singha (1780- 1795 ), Lakshmi Singha's successor, was most 

unsuited to the time. He has been described by Captain Welsh as "a poor debilitated 

man, incapable of transacting business and intoxicated with opium". The 

Moamarias once again revolted which made the King flee to Guwahati. With the 

support of some of the tribes and other anti-royalists in different parts of the 

kingdom, the Moamarias once more occupied the Ahom metropolis. Gaurinath 



Singha was compelled to implore the assistance of the East India Company. 

The Company's government had been in the meantime looking askance at 

the commercial viability of the North-East frontier. Captain Welsh was deputed 

with a detachment of British troops who after routing the rebels, reoccupied the 

capital and reinstated Raja Gaurinath on the throne. This was in 1794. But before 

stability and order could be restored, Sir John Shore, the new Governor-General 

recalled Captain Welsh . He however enacted a commercial treaty in 1793 for 
~ 

promotion of commerce between Assam and the EIC. The reign ofKamaleswar 

Singha ( 1795 - 1810 ), however, witnessed a delicate restoration of peace and 

order by an understanding with the Moamarias. 

Meanwhile the Burmese government had been pursuing the policy of 

territorial expansion towards the west and with the conquest of Arakan in 1784 

A.D., the Burmese frontier became counterminus with that of the Company's 

possessions in Bengal. The Burmese intervention in Manipur, as well as the 

occupation of the island ofShahpuri, indicated the Burmese intentions. The petty 

states and the tribes in the North-East were now exposed to the Burmese imperial 

ambition. Taking advantage of the intemcii anarchy and dissensions, the Burmese 

immediately responded to the appeal for help made by Ahom king Chandrakanta 

Singha ( 1811 - 17 ) through Badan Chandra Barphukan, and extended armed 

assistance installing Chandrakanta on the throne. He was soon deposed and one 

Jogeswar Singha placed on the throne; the Burmese took on the role of 

kingmakers and the Burmese commander-in-chief, practically ruled Assam. 

During this period they let loose a reign of terror, causing large scale genocide, 

tortures, and carrying off thousands as slaves, remembered even today with 

horror in folk tradition. During this period, between 1817- 1825 , the population 
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of Assam is said to have reduced by half. J? 

In view of the Burmese "threat" to their imperial possessions, the British 

abandoned their policy of non-intervention and declared war against the Burmese 

on 5th March 1824. In the meantime, David Scott entered into agreements with 

the Rajas ofCachar and Jayantia on 6th and lOth March, 1824 respectively. 38 To 

win over the Assamese, the British issued a proclamation that they were not led 

by 'thirst of conquest', and at the end of the war would establish a government 

adapted to their 'wants and calculated to the happiness of the people of all 

classes'. 39 In the ensuing conflict, the Burmese were defeated and peace was 

concluded by the Treaty of Yanda boo (24 Feb. 1826 A.D.). 40 

Thus, the kingdom of Swargadeo, which had once been the abode of green 

orchards and teeming millions, now bleeding and devastated lay prostrate before 

the British. 41 The British appeared in Assam at the worst hour of its peril. Tortured 

by the repeated ravages of the Burmese invasions, the people welcomed their 

rule with 'unbounded joy' and cherished sanguine hopes of peace and prosperity 

under their protection. But their hopes were belied. Political motives apart, it 

was the economic lure of the east, that fmally guided the policy of the conquerors. 

Though haltingly, the last vestiges of the Ahom monarchy passed away. 

The Ahom Administration 

The Ahom political system was not a wholesale importation, nor was it an 

entirely autonomous growth in Assam. Although it did have certain pre-Ahom 

elements, continuity was an important factor in the political changes under the 

Ahom rule. While assimilation to Indo-Aryan ways oflife in the Ahom dominion 
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was slow in the initial three centuries, it reached the turning point by the beginning 

of the 16th century. Thereafter the policy was one of rapid assimilation and 

fusion in respect oflanguage, caste, religion, technology etc., even though the 

Ahom state continued to maintain many of its distinctive features. 42 It may be 

pointed out at the very outset, that functional differentiations did not imply any 

structural or departmental divisions nor any separation of powers in the Ahom 

system of government. The entire structure presented a spectacle of monolithic 

unity, formed by union of the centre and the units, the civil and military, the 

executive and the judiciary. Moreover, the monarchy, the aristocracy and the 

commonality were all linked and even blended institutionally into an indivisible 

whole. An intrinsic merit of the system was that it did not become top-heavy or 

lop-sided. 

The normal form of government was a monarchy, but it contained within it 

certain peculiarities. The Tai state set up in the valley of the Brahmaputra owed 

its strength to the kinRship ideology on which it was based. The Ahom kings 

were believed to have a divine origin whose functions were postulated to be 

ordained by the divinity. This theory constituted as a compound of diverse 

elements imbibed during the centuries and prevalent among the Shans of Upper 

Burma, came with the Tai migrantsY The assumption of the title ofChao-pha 

or heavenly king and later, of the Hinduised Swarganarayan, all accentuated 

the celestial status of the Ahom kings. As such the king was expected to be free 

from any scar or blemish, a system which gave rise to numerous court intrigues 

in the later part of the Ahom rule. Kingship was also regarded continuous, so 

the death of a king was not made public till a new one was selected. 

The monarchy was the monopoly of the descendents of Siu-ka-pha, who in 
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course of time got divided into seven collateral families named after the places 

of their establishment- Charingia, Tipamiy~ Dihingi~ Chamaguriya, Tunkhungia, 

Parvatiya and Namrupiya. The right of succession to the Ahom kingship was 

generally hereditary on the male line, with due regard to the law of primogeniture. 

But in the absence of a legal claimant, the throne was offered to the king's brother 

or his nearest relative, Again in the early Ahom rule, appointment of a king 

depended on the concurrence of the three Gohains (officers), as Welsh had 

stated that monarchy was partly hereditary and partly elective. 44 

y 

The king was the head of every department of the state and distributed 

honours, titles and offices "without the concurrence and not without the counsel 

of the aristocracy". 45 In theory, he was also the lord ofthe soil and alienated land 

among the officers in order of hierarchy. He could declare war and conclude 

peace, but with the concurrence of the nobility. 46 As the highest court of appeal, 

he could execute death sentence and sanction any bloodshed. 47 He could mint 

coins only in his name. 

As a mark of divinity, the coronation ceremony was highly elaborate and 

celebrated with pomp and grandeur for seven days. The final seal of establishment 

as king was put only after ascending the Singarighar, after which the king 

became privileged to issue coins, getting the Bardhak and the Singha. 48 

The nobles played a very important role in the Ahom polity. The two original 

counsellors were the Buragohain49 and the Bargohain, 50 who accompanied Siu

ka-pha. A third, the Barpatra Gohain was added by Siu-hum-mong. Pratap Singha 

created the offices of the Barbarua and the Barphukan. 51 These together 

constituted the council of five, called the patra-mantris. However the three 
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Gohains, represented the permanent and hereditary councillors of the state, 

and were filled only from the descendents of the nobles who accompanied Siu

ka-pha to Assam. They were exalted in rank and status, their counsel and 

concurrence were indispensable on all occasion and affairs, and could even select 

or depose a king. The offices of the Barbarua and Barphukan could be filled 

from any member of certain specified families excluding those of the hereditary 

Gohains. The former was the chief executive officer and head of the judiciary, 

and commander ofUpper Assam, administering the territory east ofKaliabor, 

outside the jurisdiction of the three Gohains. 52 Yet he could not act 

independently or execute death sentence. The Barphukan was the viceroy of 

the territory west of Kaliabor, upto Goalpara. He lived at Guwahati, and placed 

as he was at a distance from the capital, exercised executive powers, and could 

execute death sentences, though not accompanied by bloodshed. 53 The 

Barphukan conducted diplomatic relations with Bengal, Bhutan, chieftains of 

the Assam passes, and could also nominate the rajas of vassal states in 

exceptional cases. These officers were allotted paiks for their maintenance. 54 

The rest bound to render service to the king. The office of the Barphukan was 

considered of higher importance than that of the Barbarua. 55 There was no 

separate office of the rajmantri, however, in the reign of Siu-pim-pha, ( 1493 -

97 ), the Burhagohain Khampeng was conferred this rank. 56 Later any one of 

the patra-mantris considered trustworthy was appointed rajmantri, for which 

he received 1000 additional paiks, 57 and had the power of inflicting capital 

punishment, accompanied by bloodshed, though of course, with the king's 

approval. 58 

The princes and the near relatives of the reigning king were appointed as 

governors in certain areas with the title of the' Raja' such as the' Charing Raja' 
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who was usually the heir apparent, 'Tipam Raja', next in order of succession, 

Namrupia Raja and others. They exercised powers similar to that of the 'patra

mantris', in their jurisdictions. With the extension of territory, the frontiers of 

the kingdom were placed under wardens called Datiyaliya Gohains namely the 

Sadiya Khowa Gohain, Marangi-Khowa Gohain, Kajali-mukhiya Gohain, the 

Jagiya/ Gohain, So/a/-Gohain, administering the newly acquired territories. 

Besides the patra-mantris and the local governors, the nobility included 

other officers like the Phukans, Rajkhowas and Baruas, of various grades and 

responsibilities. These offices were not hereditary or permanent; incompetence 

led to replacement. Till1772, the office of the Phukan was monopolised by the 

descendents of the nobles who accompanied Siu-ka-pha, but later non-Ahom 

Phukans also came to be appointed. 59 The Phukans were at the apex of the official 

posts, and were either civil or military, the military being higher in rank. They 

commanded 6000 paiks, of which ten percent was for their personal use. Six of 

the Phukans formed the council of the Barbarua, known as Charua Phukan, 

and another six formed the council of the Barphukan called Dopolaria 

Phukan, 60 Tamuli Phukan, Naobaicha Phukan, Dhekial Phukan, Khargaria 

Phukan, Chiring Phukan and others with an adequate number of paiks were 

appointed with the extension of territory. 

The Barua was ranked next to the Phukan. They usually looked after the 

royal household and general administration of the state, and were heads of 

departments which had no Phukans, or second officers under Phukans. Thus 

the Bhandari Barua, Duliya Barua, Gandhia Barr.w, Sonadhar Barua, 

Khanikar Banta, Hati Barua, etc. were named after the respective departments 

they administered. 
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The Rajkhowas, were governors of small areas with three thousand paiks. 

They exercised jurisdiction over the territories grouped under twelve divisions, 

outside those under the three Gohains, such as Bassa, Dayang, Sologuri, 

Abhayapur, etc. Besides, there were other officers like the Hazarikas, Saikias, 

Boras, Tekelas (messengers). There were also officers appointed for specific 

duties, like the Bar-Tamuli, supervisor of supply ofbetelnuts, Bartekela, head 

of emissaries, Barpachani, head of the supervisor attendants etc. Other officers 

like the Katakis, Kakatis, Dolo is, Neog and others who performed functions as 

indicated by their names. The offices involving military duties were recruited 

from the Ahoms, but for civil offices, the high classes ofnon-Ahom natives as 

well as persons of foreign descent, provided they had been domiciled in the 

country for three or four generations, were eligible. 61 

The vassal chiefs ofDarrang, Rani, Luki, Beltala, Dimarua, Tapakuchi etc., 

enjoyed complete autonomy in their internal administration. These chiefs with 

the exception of the Raja of Rani had to pay annual tribute was liable to dismissal 

owing to misconduct by the king, 62 and had to furnish the service of paiks or 

commutations money in lieu thereof. 

The Ahom government though monarchical, and vested on the king, 

contained a wide decentralization of power. The appointment of the various 

officers, enabled the monarch to exercise control over the extensive dominions. 

Herein lay the intrinsic merit of the system. The policy in case of the vassal 

chiefs also enabled the monarch in getting lasting obedience from them. By 

virtue of their appointment, and the fact that the officers were paid in terms of 

land and paiks, enabled the nobility to enjoy a position of power, prestige, ease 

and luxury under the Ahom rule. This was to a great extent responsible for the 
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antagonism of the higher orders with the establishment of the colonial rule in 

1826A.D. 

A vety important element in the monolithic unity of the Ahom Government 
- .a 

were the people called parks, on which the entire administrative machinety and 
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the socio-economic organisation of the Ahom state rested. The paik or khel 

system63 Wider which the entire adult male population between ages 15 - 60 into 

units or gots of three or four according to convenience was registered as paik 

for state service was not just an aspect of the socio-economic cum military 

organisation of the state. It was a policy aimed at uniting the various elements 

of the kingdom into one united whole. It first grew out of relations, which the 

Ahoms as conquerors and advanced agriculturists established with the subjugated 

tribes of the Morans and Barahis. These peoples still at the stage of tribalism, 

was employed by Siu-ka-pha for the various functions, as fuel suppliers, water 

drawers etc. 64 With the expansion ofterritoty, the system was elaborated to get 

the service of the conquered soldiers cum labourers. The extension of power 

and increase in population necessitated the increase in food production, while 

the increasing threat from the Mughal, and the frequent engagements needed 

ready militia service. Earlier Siu-klen-mong had introduced a system where one 

man from each family·had to give his service to the state. Under the changing 

circumstances it was elaborated and systematised by Momai Tamuli Barbarua at 

the instance of Pratap Singha, to meet the economic as well as the military 

needs of the state. From the initial registering of the adult males as paiks, to 

organizing four paiks into one got, it was later extended to organising the paiks 

on territorial, or occupational groups termed as khels. Although this involved 

the break-up of territorial units in cases of the transfer of the Bhuyans from 

Uttarkul to DakhinkuL and tribal-units ofBassa-Dayang and Marangi under the 
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system, it exhibited the Ahom policy of bringing the numerous peoples into 

one component whole. 

The military organization of the Ahoms was also based on the paik system. 

As remarked by John Peter Wade, the military system of the Ahoms was "founded 

on a feudal tenure with respect to the tributary princes, but on a militia within 

the limits of the kingdom". 65 The paiks had to render service to the extent of 

three paiks from one got in times of emergency. They were mobilised by the 

heads of the respective khels at short notice. Although the paiks were imparted 

some preliminary knowledge, he had to undergo intensive training before be 

proceeded to the battlefield. The Barbarua was usually the commander-in-chief 

of Upper Assam, and the Barphukan of Lower Assam, but in times of emergency, 

the three Gohains and even the king went to the field. 

The Ahom army consisted of the infantry, navy, artillery, elephants, cavalry 

and spies, which were served by the paiks. Infantry received great appreciation 

for their technical skill, courage, general excellence , and specially their guerilla 

tactics of warfare, from the Persian chroniclers, who accompanied the Moghul 

army. The chief weapons of war were swords, spears, bows, arrows, and firearms 

like matchlocks and cannon, as mentioned by Shiabuddin Talish. 66 He also 

mentions that the Ahoms were skilled in artillery and made first rate gunpowder. 67 

Elephants under an officer called the Hati Barua formed an important part of 

the army. Likewise, the Ahom Navy was well equipped, with their war-boats 

called bacharis. Naval engagements at Kaliabor and Saraighat were famous for 

the defeat of the great Moghuls. The Ahoms also excelled in building 

fortifications and had a highly developed espionage system. Inspite of the fact 

that there was no clear distinction between the civil and military departments, 
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the system worked well, as it kept the government constantly prepared with a 

standing militia, which was kept employed otherwise, in times of peace. It thus 

served well to keep the various elements and far-flung territories integrated 

into one political whole. 

In matters of justice, it seems the Ahoms had no written law. But justice 

was dealt according to the customs of the country and their own standards of 

right or wrong. The king, however, remained as the supreme court oflaw. Judicial 

authority was exercised by the patra-mantris, and the governors as well as the 

Phukans, Rajkhowas and Baruas in their own courts over their respective areas 

and paiks for convenience of the king. No written records were kept of the 

criminal cases. Trials for crimes were extremely stern, and in case of political 

offences capital punishment was extended to the offenders family. 68 Only the 

king could give sentence extending to the shedding of blood. 

The Ahom political and administrative system for the first three centuries 

since their advent was marked by a steady penetration and territorial expansion 

into the Brahmaputra valley. The 16th and 17th century was a period of steady 

consolidation under the Ahoms. The extension of Ahom territory as far as the 

Manas, and influence as far as Koch Hajo, led to a rise in population which 

provided the material base for their political and economic expansion. The 

administrative system was based not only on the system imported by Siu-ka

pha, but also adapted to the conditions of the region. The political expansion 

into Koch Hajo, along with the demographic expansion, led to reform and 

reorganisation of the paik and khel system which strengthened the state 

apparatus. It was a centralization of political authority. But by the eighteenth 

century, fissures and cracks began to appear in the system. The answer lay in the 
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symptomatic decay of the monarchy on the whole. The structural weakness of 

the institution, the enervating climate of the Brahmaputra Valley, the conversion 

to Hinduism and the ritualistic duties leading to a physical and mental 

deterioration and weakening of the central authority as evident by the weak 

successors ofRudra Singha, allied to the decline ofthe Ahom kingdom. Thus, 

if the Chinese tradition is to be believed, the divine monarchy lost the 'mandate 

of Heaven'. 

44 



Notes and References 

1 J.N. Phukan, ·Advent of the Ahoms', in Comprehensive, voL II (ed.) H.K. Barpujari, 
p. 49. 

2 Ibid. 

3 Ahom Buranji gives the figure in an idiomatic expression thus, mi tang Sam ring 
mo tang deng khao cham kin, le sam Kun, which translated runs thus, "Three 
thousand cooking pots, each pot sufficient to cook food for three persons". G.C. 
Barna (ed.) Ahom Buranji, p. 44, Deodhai, p. 7; Purani Asam, p. 13; Assam SM, 
pp. 3 - 5; Satsari (ii), p. 45. 

4 Assam Buranji, p. 45; A great number of Nagas were killed and many were made 
captives. 

5 J.N. Phukan, op. cit., p. 53. 

6 J.N. Phukan, 'A note on the Morans, the Borahis, and the Chutiyas', Appendix A(i), 
Comprehensive, Vol. II, ed. H.K. Barpujari, p. 60. He writes "Friendship and 
goodwill cultivated, intermarriage took place, and the tribes engaged as fuel suppliers, 
wood cutters, poultry keepers, medicine men, cook and elephant suppliers". 

P. Gogoi, The Tai and Tai kingdom, 1968, p. 272; N.N. Acharyya, History of 
Medieval Assam, p. 154. 

8 W. Robinson, A Descriptive Account of Assam, 1846, p. 323; Gait, Assam, 1925, 
pp. 40- 42. 

9 Deodhai, p. 19. 

10 Deodhai, pp. 102- 3; Satsari (i), pp. 7- 8; Gait, Assam, p. 79. 

11 Kacharl, pp. 2l- 25. 

12 Assam S'M (old), pp. 34- 6. 

13 Jaintia, p. 20. During the reign of Jayadhvaj Singha, an Ahom trader was seized 
by the Jayantia king Jasamanta Rai; During the reign ofChakradvaj Singha friendly 
relations were established through envoys and letters. Ibid., pp. 27- 40; and under 
Udayaditya Singha Jayantias demanded restoration of Dimarua. Ibid. 

14 Tripura, p. 2. 

1'0pcit,p.15. 

10 Assam HB, p. 63, Deodhai, p. 62; Gunabhiram Barna, op. cit. p. 93. 

45 



17 Tungkhungia (E), p. 31. 

18 Timgkhungia, p. 32. 

19 R. M. Nath, op. cit., p. I43. 

20 MS. Assam Buranji, No. 6. 

21 P. Gogoi, Tat and Tat kingdom, p. 506. 

22 J.P. wade, op. cit., p. 131; Tripura, pp. I- 19, 91-99. 

23 Wade mentions the "Delhi and the Amber Raja", but is not clear as there was no 
ruling Raja in Delhi. 

24 S.K. Bhuyan, Studies in the History of Assam, p. 24. 

25 Asam Buranji TP, p. 41; Vivek-Ratna MD, P. Gogoi, op. cit., p. 506. According to 
Sri Prodyut Kumar Goswami, a direct descendent of Krishnaram, in the 7th 
generation, King Rudra Singha became a disciple ofKrishnaram by accepting diksha 
from him, and Siv Singha was initiated into Sakta religion by the Krishnaram's son, 
Ramananda. 

26 S.K. Bhuyan, Studies in the History of Assam, p. 12. 

27 M. Neog, Sankardev and his times; S.L. Barna, Last Days of the Ahom Monarchy. 
A history of Assam from 1769- 1826, 1993, p. 2. 

28 Ibid. 

29 Tungkhungia pp. 27 - 28; It is mentioned that the king during his wanderings, had 
to stay at the Kalahari monastery of the Dakhinpat Satra, where he had altercation 
with the Deka Gossain, who abused him, and also tried to prevent the Phukans 
from declaring him king, and refused to give his blessings to the king. 

30 P. Gogoi, op. cit., pp. 499- 500. 

31 Tungkhungia (E), p. 32; Gait, Assam, p. 171; Assam, HB, pp. 62 - 65. 

32 Ibid., pp. 32- 33. 

33 Provincial Gazetteer of Assam, p. I 7. 

34 A. Guha, Decline ofthe Ahom kingdom (1765- 1826), Occasional Papers- 84, p. 
4. 

35 Assam, HB, op. cit, p. 71; Tungkhungia (E), p. 41; G.R. Barua, op. cit., p. 99. 

36 A. Guha, op. cit., p 5; S.L. Barua, op. cit., p. 60. 

46 



37 Bhuyan, Anglo-Assamese, p. 1. 

38 Aitchison, Treaties, pp. 118- 19. 

39 Barpujari, Assam, pp. 39-40. 

40 Aitchison, Treaties, pp. 230- 31. 

41 A.R. Dhekial Phukan, 'Observations on the Administration of Assam', Mills, Report, 
Appendix J. 

42 Guha, Medieval, 1991, p. 82. 

43 The Ahoms claim descent from Lengdon (Ruler of Heaven), the Brahmins trace 
the origin to lndra. Even the Khmer concept of deva Raja cult had percolated 
among the Ahoms. H.C. Goswami, Ancient Chronicles of Assam, pp. 1 - 22; P. 
Gogoi, op. cit., p. 541; Assam, p. 8; Satsari, pp. 1 - 2; Deodhai, pp. 1 - 3, 213- 9; 
Haliram, Assam, pp. 21 -7. 

4 ~ Barpujari, Account, p. 67. 

45 Thomas Welsh, Report on Assam. 

46 Ibid., Vivek Ratna; MD; P.N. Gohain Barna, Asam Buranji, p. 123. 

4
' Asam, HB, p. 108. 

48 The first ceremony of coronation was at the Pat-Ghar, with a timber platform, and 
the fmal or formal enthronement was held at singari ghar, made of Singari tree, 
pp. 87 - 9. Vivek Ratna MD. 

49 The office in Tai-Ahom was called Chao-phrang-mung, meaning God ofthe wide 
country. The 'Gossain' was the Assamese equivalent of 'Chao', and later altered 
to Gohain. The prefix 'Burha' meaning ·old' or senior indicated the seniority of the 
office. 

""The office was called Chao-thao-lung or Khao-thum-lung in Tai-Ahom. Hiteswar 
Barbarua, Ahomar Din, p. 528. 

51 Assam, HB, p. 39f; Ibid., pp. 83, 102. 

52 Thomas Welsh, Report on Assam, Gait, Assam, p. 246. 

53 Hiteswar Barbarua, op. cit., pp. 119. 

54 Ibid., p. 531; Gait, Loc. cit; John Peter Wade, An Account of Assam, p. xxii; T. 
Welsh, op. cit. 

''Ibid. 

47 



56 Assam, HB, p. 22. 

'
7 Ibid; p. 238; Hiteswar Barbarua, op. cit., p. 534. 

58 Vtvek Ratna MD. 

59 The first non-Ahom Phukans came from the Kalita Bhuyans and from the Brahmin 
Kakatial family. 

60 The Nyaya Sodha Phukan was the judicial executive in the Barbaruas council, 
appointed by Rudra Singha. 

61 Gait, Assam, p. 247. 

62 T. Welsh, op. cit., Gait, Assam, p. 248. y 

63 The paik system has been dealt with in detail in a later chapter of this thesis. 

64 Ahom Buranji, p. 34; Assam, HB, p. 12. 

65 J.P. Wade, op. cit., p. 

66 Talish, Fathiyyah. p. 192. 

67 Ibid. 

68 First introduced by Pratap Singha, where he extended the death sentence of Akhek 
Gohain, to his daughter. Assam .S'M, p. 64. 

48 



CHAPTER III 



CHAPTER III 

MEDIEVAL ASSAM: SOCIETY 

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

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

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

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

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

century Assamese society was the result of conquest, consolidation and 

incorporation. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

who had become hinduised by the sixteenth century. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Hinduised, and (3) Non-Hindus. 

Hindus 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

status than the Vaidika or Kamrupi Brahmans oflower Assam and matrimonial 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

made no social relations with them. 15 

The Brahmans, however strictly observed restrictions in eating, drinking 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

observing all the rites and customs like the Brahman faith. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

because followers of these professions were not true Kalitas having occasionally 

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

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

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

however not prevalent among the functional sub-castes. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Haliram Dhekial Phukan and Gunabhiram Barna distinctly point out that the 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Moamaria Assam, when the fortunes rapidly deteriorated they resorted to 

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

professionals are : 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

were introduced as Nat-kalitas. 

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

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

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

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

accorded an inferior status.48 

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

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

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

and have been elevated to the rank of purity. 49 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

shells, besides fishing. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

manage the Malakars. 

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

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

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

profession. 

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

had also taken to agriculture for their livelihood. 

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

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

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

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

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

admitted for inner service. 56 

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

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

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

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

Duliya, Bej, Kahar, etc. 59 

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

rituals, and thus became Hinduized. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Rajeswar Singha and Lakshmi Singha. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

systematic knowledge of Hindu political treaties - the Arthashastras and 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

the people. 

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

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

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

the process ofhinduisation continued the Koch assumed the name Rajvamsi. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Rajvamsis, are akin to the Koch community. 66 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

the Hindu caste hierarchy. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

hinduisation had started earlier at Maibong (18th century). In 1790 A.D. the 

60 



Kachari king Krishnachandra and his brother Govinda Chandra proclaimed 

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

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

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

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

Kacharis.74 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

far superior than the temporal overlords. 77 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

the mainstream of the Assamese society. 78 

Non-Hindus 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Hindu influence is only barely discemable. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

the districts ofNowgong and Kamrup. 
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Caste in Assam is to be understood as an extremely fluid process. The 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

occupation could not explain the distinctions of many castes engaged in 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

only the privilege of the King. 

Position of women 

Women in medieval Assam were comparatively freer than their counterparts 

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

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

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

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

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

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

moved about in the market place with bare heads. 87 The medieval biographies 

64 



make reference to the women participation in all aspects of social life from 

marketing saleable goods to matters of religious importance. Bhubaneshwari, 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Sarbeswari, who ruled during Siva Singha's reign. 

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

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

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

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

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

single night. 92 

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

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

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

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

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

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

by native ladies of other parts of India. "94 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

time of marriage. 

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

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

or Barua. 

Lifestyle 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

influence, proves to the contrary. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

towel).108 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

more evidence of their tribal features. 

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

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

political umbrella. Buranjis however, refer to prohibitions and restrictions 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

slipper) when necessary. m 

Daily use 

Medieval literature refers to various articles of daily use like tuli 

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

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

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

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

style of the people. Patidhara, merdhara, (square or circular seats) of mat-
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rush were offered to religious heads and nobles, while the kath (rectangular flat 

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

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

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

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

bed-stead). 112 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Society was thus subject to prohibitions and restrictions imposed by the 

70 



rulers. The differentiation between the royalty and the commonalty, created 

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

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

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

and the Muslims. 116 

Religion 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

head.ll 8 

Chronicles and archeological fmdings as well as recent preoccupation with 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

religion of the Ahoms. 

An important religious feature of the Ahoms was their beliefs in 

supernatural powers or formless guardian spirits of natural objects which they 

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

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

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

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

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

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

the revenue. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

is followed by a meal. 

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

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

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

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

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

Alongwith sacrifices, the cult of ancestor worship was another 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

household duties. 132 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

gold and silver vessels, carpets, clothes and foodstuff in the vault. Talish refers 

74 



to a bunch ofbetel-leaves found fresh in a vault constructed eighty years ago. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

aristocracy. 134 

Hinduism 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

kingdom spread Hindu ideas. 135 

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

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

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

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

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

and introduced Saka era. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Brahmans at the Biswanath temple.137 

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

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

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

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

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

The most significant contribution was the composition of the Sivapurana in 

351 Assamese verses. 139 

The Ahom king Siva Singha patronised the three major cults ofHinduism

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

Epigraphical records attribute him with the construction of the Kamesvara temple 

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

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

Sibsagar and Gaurisagar. 

His successor Pramatta Singha is attributed the construction of Sukreswara 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Singha. 

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

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

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

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

Sakti. 

Neo Vaishnavism 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Damodardev and Haridev propagated the faith. The Bhakti cult was 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Immediately after the death of Sankardeva, schisms developed within the 

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

Purusha Samhati, Nika Samhati and Kala Samhati. 

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

the Ahom monarch received initiation from Niranjan Bapu of the Kuruabahi 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Vaishnava movement inaugurated by Sankardeva rendered remarkable 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

satras were established in different parts of the country. 144 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

instruments. 146 These officers were responsible to the Satradhikar. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

drama, music, 148 and skill in technical arts. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

here. 150 

The neo-Vaishnavite movement along with the Satra institutions 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

changes in the Ahom state. 

Religious Impact on the Society in Medieval Assam 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

this synchronised with their political socialisations. Thus celebrations of the 

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

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

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

exogamus clans helped the assimilation process. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

development. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

60 yrs. Jovian cycles. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

rule of the Ahom kings, before the Hindu as well as non-Hindu subjects alike. 
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This brought support to the monarchy without the use of force, threat or 

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

along with the Hindu population under one common banner. 

The establishment of the Ahom sovereignty without liquidating or expelling 

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

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

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

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

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

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

found so much patronage. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

was no longer typically Ahom. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

from which it never recovered. 

Another very important aspect of Hinduization process, was the process 

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

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

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

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

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

attributing him with the qualities of omnipresence and omnipotence with distinct 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

These tribal groups were however, gradually and systematically absorbed 

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

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

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

and the establishment of political hedgemony. 

The process of sanskritization usually followed a process of initiation by 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Sanskritization had profound and far-reaching impact on the aboriginal 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

to Kali and Durga. 169 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Moitahachi is paralleled with the Hindu trinity- Brahma, Vishnu and Mahesvara. 

Chanting of Vedic hymns, initiation into the teachings of Bengali saint Anukul 

Thakur were results of the Hindu influence.171 Other tribal groups like the Mikirs, 
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Lalungs, Chutiyas, Deoris, Rabhas etc. succumbed to the universal sanskritization. 

The Chutiyas identified their deities Gira and Girasi with Siva and Shakti, 

worshipped as mother goddess Kechaikhaiti. The Koch Rajvamsis, the Lalungs 

and the Rabhas, identified their gods with the Hindu Gods Siva, Mahadev and 

Parvati. The Morans accepted Hinduism, though a section of them embraced 

Vaishnavism and called themselves Moamariyas. 172 

The process of sanskritization thus continued during the century under 
.,-

review. But as the movement and settlement from the hills to the plains 

continued, the process was halting and never complete. The semi-tribal semi

feudal state formations progressively acquired marked anti-tribal features. The 

ruling tribal families adopted Hinduism, but did not aspire for higher caste status. 

An important implication, was that there was no caste cleavage between the 

commoners and the ruling hierarchy within the same tribe. The Ahoms, Kacharis, 

Koch and Chutiya tribes were admitted into the Hindu society with a status much 

inferior to that of the four high castes in the Hindu hierarchy. 173 The role of 

Neo-Vaishnavism in the sanskritization process could not be under estimated. 

The movement had its appeal to the peasantry. It offered limited opportunity for 

an upward social mobility, and imbued them with a sense ofhuman dignity. 174 

88 



Notes & References 

1 N.N. Basu, Social History of Kamrupa, vol. I, pp. 1 - 2. 

2 Tejimala Gurung, 'Social Formation in Eighteenth Century Assam', NEHU, 
(unpublished thesis, 1990), p. 130. 

3 S. Endle, The Kacharis, 1975 (Reprint), p. 5; The Bodo, Kachari, Mech, Rabha, 
Dimasa, Hojai, Hajong, Lalung, Garo tribes, may be together grouped as Bodo
Kacharis. The Chutiya, Moran and Borahis also bear close affmities to this group. 

4 M.N. Srinivas, Social Change in Modern India, 1986, p. 3. The Indian Varna 
system has four castes : Brahman, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Sudra. 

5 Haliram,Assam, 1829, p. 84. 

6 W.W. Hunter, Statistical Account of Assam, 1879, p. 32. 

7 Ibid. 

8 Hamilton, Account, 1940, pp. 51 -52. 

9 Ibid. 

10 W. Robinson, A Descriptive Account of Assam, 1841, pp. 260- 61; Hunter, op. cit, 
p. 32; Haliram, Assam, p. 84. Haliram Dhekial Phukan, himself as a Brahman, is 
more specific that the Kamrupi Brahmans, no longer intermarried with those of 
western Assam. 

11 W.W. Hunter, op. cit., p. 32. 

12 Hamilton, Account, pp. 51 -52. 

13 Gunabhiram Barua, Assam Buranji, 1888, p. 176. 

14 Haliram, Assam, p. 39. 

15 Ibid., p. 89. 

16 Neog, Pracya, 1974, p. 21; plate no. 30. 

17 Ibid., pp. 22- 23, plate no. 31. 

18 Assam. H.B., 1930, pp. 64- 65; The Dalais were rewarded with land grants and 
bakshish if their forecasts were right. 

19 Deodhai, 1932, p. 162f; P.N. Bhattacharya Kamrup Sasanavali, p. 43. 

20 Birinchi Kumar Barua, ·Administrative System ofKamrupa', J.A.R.S. vol.lll, 1935, 
pp.30-31. 

89 



21 K.L. Barua, Early History ofKamrupa, 1933, p. 21. 

22 W.W. Hunter, op. cit, p. 32. 

23 Haliram, Assam, p. 87. 

24 Ibid. 

25 W.W. Hunter, op. cit., p. 32. 

26 Sarat Ch. Goswami, 'The Kalitas of Kamrupa', JA.R.S., vol. II, 1934, pp. 68; 
Kaliram Medhi, 'The Kalitas', JA.R.S., vol. III, 1935 pp. 88; B.K. Kakati, Kalita 
Jatir Ilibritta, 1943, p. 6. 

27 E.T. Dalton, Ethnology of Bengal, 1973, pp. 77-82. 

28 Ibid, pp. 12 - 13; M. Martin, The History, Antiquities, Topography and Statistics 
of Eastern India, vol. III, 1836, pp. 528, 543-45. 

29 E.T. Dalton, Zoe. cit. 

30 B.K. Kakati, Zoe. cit. 

31 Talish, Fathiyyah, H. Blechman's translation in 1872, J.A.R.S., pp. 81 - 82. 

32 B.K. Kakati, op. cit., p. 36. "The word 'Sal comes from the Sanskrit word 'S'ahaj', 
meaning customary or dynastic." 

33 Haliram, Assam, p. 88. 

34 B.K. Kakati, op. cit., p. 36. 

35 Audrey Cantlie, The Assamese: Religion, caste and sect in an Indian Village, 
1984, p. 238. 

36 Haliram, Assam, p. 88; Census Report, 1901, p. 133. 

37 Ibid., p. 238- 239. 

38 W. Hunter, op. cit., pp. 31,237. 

39 Neog, Pracya, plate no. 31, p. 23. 

40 Barpujari, Comprehensive, vol. III, 1994, p. 173. 

41 Birinchi Kumar Barua, 'Administrative System of Kamarupa', JARS, vol III, 1935, 
p. 25. 

42 P.N. Bhattacharyya, Kamarupa Sasanavali, 1853, pp. 187 - 188. 

90 



43 W. Robinson, A Descriptive Account of Assam, 1841, p. 263. 

44 Haliram, Assam, p. 89. 

45 Gunabhiram Barna, op. cit, p. 235. 

46 /bid. 

47 Hamilton, Account, p. 55. 

48 Vivek Ratna MD, D.H.A.S., 1838; Gunabhiram Barna, Assam Buranji, p. 236. 

49 Hamilton, Account, p.55. 

50 Haliram, Assam, p. 88. 

51 H.C. Goswami ed., Darrang Rajvamsavali, V 551. 

52 Hamilton, Account, p. 55. 

53 Vivek Ratna MD (MS). 

54 W.W. Hunter, op. cit., p. 34. 

55 Hamilton, Account, p. 55. 

56 Haliram, Assam, p. 89; Gunabhiram Barna, op. cit., pp. 238- 9. 

51 Tunkhungia (E), 1933, p. 37. 

58 Hamilton, Account, p. 55. 

59 W.W. Hunter, op. cit., pp. 30- 31, 236- 37. 

60 Deodhai, 1932. Sections 389 - 395; Golap Chandra Barna (ed.) Ahom Buranji, 
1930, pp. 5- 18; Bhuyan,Anglo-Assamese, 1949, p. 17. 

61 Barpujari, Comprehensive, Vol III, 1994, p. 174. 

62 Bhuyan, Anglo-Assamese, p. 21. 

63 Gait, Assam, 1906, p. 44 

64 Ibid. 

65 Gait, Assam, p. 55. 

66 Hamilton, Account, p. 54; Gunabhiram Barua, op. cit., p. 235. 

91 



67 Ibid., p. 53. 

68 Barpujari, Comprehensive, vol. III, p. 175. 

69 Hami1ton, Account, p. 53. 

70 Barpujari, Comprehensive, Vol. III, p. 175. 

71 Ibid. 

72 R.M. Nath, The Background of Assamese Culture, 1948, pp. 70 - 71. 

73 Gait, Assam, p. 251. 

74 Ibid. 

75 Gait, Assam, p. 75 

76 Ibid. 

77 Bhuyan, Anglo-Assamese, 1949, pp. 182, 190. 

78 Barpujari, Comprehensive, Vol. III, 1994, p. 180. 

79 Gunabhiram Barua, op. cit., p. 260. 

80 Talish, Fathiyyah (trans). J.N. Sarkar, JBORS, 1915 - 16, Vol. I. pt. II, p. 196. 

81 Audrey Canti1e, The Assamese, p. 246. 

82 Gait, Assam, p. 47. 

83 Audrey Canti1e, op. cit., p. 246. 

84 William Robinson, A Descriptive Account of Assam, 1841, p. 264. 

85 P. C. Choudhury, The History of Civilization of the People of Assam to the 12th 
Century A.D., 1959, p. 318. 

86 Gait, Assam, p. 239; N.K. Basu, Assam in the Ahom Age, 1228- 1826, p. 206. 

87 Talish, Fathiyyah, (Trans) Prof. J.N. Sarkar, JBORS, Vol I. Pt. II, p. 190. 

88 S.K. Bhuyan, Buranjir Bani, pp. 63 - 73. 

89 Ahom Buranji, pp. 87- 88. 

90 Tungkhungia, p. 60. 

91 Hamilton, Account, p. 61 . 

92 



92 S.K. Bhuyan, ed., Assam Buranji, p. 21. 

93 S. Rajguru, Medieval Assamese Society, 1988p. 202 - 206; Tunkhungia, p. 37. 
Mention is made to the 'Nat class, whose women were expert dancers. Singing 
was common in marriages and other ceremonials. 

94 W. Robinson, op. cit., p. 254. 

95 Gait, Assam, p. 140; N.K. Basu, op. cit., p. 208. 

96 W. Robinson, op. cit., p. 199. 

97 Tunkhungia , Introduction, p. XXX. 

98 Talish, Fathiyyah, p. 186. 

99 Ibid., Barpujari, Comprehensive, vol. III, p. 200. 

IOOibid. 

101Muri, akhai, cira, and cakes of pounded rice like pitha, pat-pitha and puri were 
prepared from the three types of rice : Sali, Rahi, and Ahu. 

102U.C. Lekharu, ed. Katha-Guru Charit, pp. 366, 377. The above account has 
listed dishes which included Dadhi (dahi), dugdha (milk), Lavanu (butter), Khricha 
(cream), Ghrta (clarified butter), Madhu (honey). W. Robinson, op. cit., 1841, p. 
271. 

103Talish, Fathiyyah, p. 190. 

104Ibid., p. 191. 

105W. Robinson, op. cit., p. 273. 

106Haliram, Assam, pp. 112- 3. 

107Tunkhungia, p. 32. 

108Assam, RB. p. 24. 

109Haliram, Assam, pp. 112- 13. 

110Gait, Assam, p. 239. 

111 Haliram, Assam, p. 111. 

112Barpujari, Comprehensive, Vol. III, pp. 206- 7; Gait, Assam, p. 111. 

113Barpujari, Comprehensive, Vol. III, p. 204. 

93 



114Haliram, Assam, p. 104. 

115/bid., p. III. 

116Barpujari, Comprehensive, Vol. III, p. 204. 

117The manuscripts have been preserved and perused by the traditional Ahom priestly 
clans ofthe Deodhais, Mohan and Bailungs in some isolated Ahom villages. B.J. 
Terweil, The Tai of Assam and Ancient Tai Ritual, vol. II, 1981, p. 44. 

118Arun Barua, 'Traditional customs and Rituals ofthe Ahoms' in Charaideo, Souvenir 
on the occasion of the 770 Anniversary of Chao-Lung Siu-Ka-Pha, 1999. 

ll 9G.C. Barna, Laitu Ba Laophala, 1905, pp. 11 - 12. 

120Bhuyan, Anglo-Assamese, 1974, p. 13; Hiteswar Barbarua, Presidential Address, 
History Section, Assam Sahitya Sabha, Nov. 1925 .. 

121 P. Gogoi, Tai Ahom Religion and Customs, 1976, pp. 16 - 17. He however, 
contradicts it in his Tai and Tai kingdom, 1968, p. 32. 

122B.J. Terweil, The Tai of Assam and Ancient Tai Ritual, vol. II, 1981, pp. 45- 46; 
P.R.T. Gurdon, 'Ahoms', Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, Vol. I, 1908, p. 
236. 

123/bid., p. 46. 

125P. Gogoi, Tat Ahom Religion and Customs, p. 9. 

126Ahom Buranji, 1930, p. 25. 

127B.J. Terweil, op. cit., p. 39. 

128P. Gogoi, Tai Ahom Religion and Customs, p. 15. 

129B.J. Terweil, op. cit., p. 48; P.R.T. Gurdon, 'Ahoms', p. 236. Gurdon adds that it 
was held for the good of the crops and the state. 

130/bid., pp. 48 -54. 

131Me-dam-me-phii, probably came from a ritual mueang dam mueang phii, or the 
'the country ofthe ancestors, the abode of the spirits', and the word mueang, been 
shortened to 'me'. B.J. Terweil, op. cit., p. 6. 

132Barpujari, Comprehensive, Vol. III, p. 185. 

133Deodhai, Introduction, pp. XVI- XVIII, pp. 155- 162. 

134R.M. Nath, Background ofAssamese Culture, 1948, p. 125. 

94 



135/bid., pp. 129- 30. 

136Barpujari, Comprehensive, Vol. III, p. 118. 

137Tungkhungia, p. 24. 

138Neog, Pracya, Text, 8 - 9, 20£, 104£, 110, 154. 

139Barpujari, Comprehensive, Vol. Ill, p. 219. 

140R.M. Nath, op. cit., p. 133. 

141lbid., p. 138. 

142Jbid. 

143Gait, Assam, p. 138. Gait mentions Jakhalabandha. 

144Hamilton, Account, pp. 56- 57. 

145S. Rajguru, Medieval Assamese Society, 1988, p. 269. 

146S.L. Barua, A Comprehensive History of Assam, p. 449; S. Rajguru, op. cit., p. 
271. 

147[bid. 

148Barpujari, Comprehensive, Vol. III, pp. 407- 9, 413- 22. 

149S.L. Barua, op. cit., p. 450; S. Rajguru, op. cit., p. 271. 

150Jbid. 

151 Audrey Cantlie, The Assamese, p. 252. 

152 Amalendu Guha, "The Ahom Political System. An enquiry into state formation in 
Medieval Assam: 1228- 1800." in Tribal Politics and State System, p. 154. 

153Barpujari, Comprehensive, Vol. III, pp. 246- 47. 

154Amalendu Guha, op. cit., p. 164; Gait, Assam, p. 73; P. Gogoi, The Tai and the Tai 
kingdom with a fuller treatment of the Tai - Ahom kingdom, of the Brahmaputra 
Valley, pp. 541 - 42. 

155Amalendu Guha, op. cit., P. Gogoi, op. cit., pp. 541 - 2. 

JS6Barpujari, Comprehensive, Vol. III, p. 249. 

157Bhuyan, Anglo-Assamese, 1949, p. 19; B.J. Terweil, Tat of Assam, 1981, p. 18. 

95 



158M.N. Srinivas, 'Social Change in Modern India', 1996, pp. 6- 7. 

159E.T Dalton, Tribal History of Eastern India, (reprint), 1973, p. 25. 

160J.D. Baveja, New Horizon of North-East, 1982, pp. 46, 24. 

161 E.T. Dalton, op. cit., p. 54. 

162J.H. Hutton, The Sema Nagas, 1968 (2nd ed.), p. 191. 

163E.T. Dalton, op. cit., p. 44. 

164W.W. Hunter, A statistical Account of Assam, ii,p155. 

165H. Bareh, History and Culture of the Khasi People, 1967, p. 355. 

166R.N. Moshahary, Social History ofthe Bodos, Unpublished Thesis NEHU, 1987, 
pp. 128- 30; Barpujari, Comprehensive, VoL III, pp. 252- 255; 

167R.N. Moshahary, op. cit., p. 156. 

168Jbid. 

169L. Gogoi, The Khamtis, NEFA, 1971, p. 110; B. Datta Ray, Social and Economic 
profile of the North-East India, 1978, p. 240. 

170J.B. Bhattacharyya, "State Formation in pre-colonial Tribal North-East : A case 
study ofthe Dimasas", Journal of Social Science and Humanities, NEHU, (1984), 
p. 11; UC. Guha, Kacherer Ittivrtta, p. 110- 11. 

171 Barpujari, Comprehensive, VoL III, pp. 258 - 59. 

172/bid, p. 259. 

173Guha, Medieval, 1991, pp. 92- 93. 

174Ibid., p. 94. 

96 



CHAPTE-R I\( 



CHAPTER IV 

MEDIEVAL ASSAM: ECONOMY 

Economy constitutes an inseparable part of a society. In the Marxian view, 

'The real foundation of society and the real springs of social development lie in 

the economic relations between men'. 1 Relations of production constitute 

economic structures, which in turn involve two crucial phenomena : division of 
.... 

men into classes and exploitation of one class by another. In the 18th century 

Assam, the stratification, and exploitation and the supporting institutions which 

emerged therein, were vital in the course of her historical development. A study 

of the above, tracing the changes and continuities in its growth and levels of 

development as it reached during the 18th century, are essential to understanding 

the history of the medieval period. 

Rice Economy 

Legend recorded in the Ahom chronicles says that the forefathers of the 

Ahoms were sent down to earth because "large fields are lying fallow. These 

may be well cultivated. The people of up and down countries are in constant 

warfare with each other and whoever may get victory rules the countries for 

sometime". 2 They, thus had a mission to fulfil by introducing better cultivation. 

The Ahoms were an advanced plough using wet rice cultivating tribe with a higher 

agricultural technology. 3 In contrast the tribal population of Upper Assam 

practised wasteful shifting cultivation of the dry ( ahu) variety of paddy sown by 

the broadcast method. Pre-Ahom upper Assam was an undulating alluvial plain, 

full of jungles and marshes. The Ahoms introduced a developed technique of 
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growing rice (sali) by transplantation on permanent fields along with a system 

of controlling the water in the rice fields. 4 Land reclamation and surface levelling 

to a dead level so that the water led from the bunded hill streams or rain water 

could remain standing on it when required, became important tasks of the Ahoms. 

The use of iron implements for reclamation and surface-levelling made things 

relatively more efficient. The iron tipped plough and the buffaloes as the major 

source of animal power as in South-East Asia, was another factor that contributed 

to their efficiency in bringing wastelands under the plough. 5 The militia 

maintained the infrastructure for the wet-rice economy. 6 

In the subsequent centuries, the Ahoms played a significant role in widening 

the base of the wet-rice culture of the sali variety in the extensive undulating 

plains of eastern Assam. Yet, it should not be supposed that it did not exist in 

Assam before the Ahoms. The valley of the Brahmaputra supporting the Kamrupa 

empire, was already a rice bowl, which could have been possible only from a 

substantial economic surplus from its rice fields. In contrast to upper Assam 

under the Ahoms, lower Assam never had extensive community investments, as 

could have converted much of the ahu and bao 7 lands into sali fields. In lower 

Assam, wet rice culture was limited by the extent of the flat terrain. 

Sanskritization did not encourage either lift irrigation or water control by large 

scale dyke-building. Ahu and bao rice crops and shifting cultivation survived, in 

Kamrup. 8 Obviously the assimilated tribal elements within the Hindu society 

there, were still obstinately, clinging to some of their traditional habits. 

The Militia : Paik and Khel System 

The introduction of the iron-tipped plough and the buffalo power by the 

98 



Ahoms, completed the economic conquest of the Brahmaputra Valley. By the 

18th century, the Ahoms evolved and developed a highly unique agrarian system. 

The militia or the man-power pool constituting the army in times of war 

was employed in times of peace in cultivation by clearing f0rests, building of 

embankments and dykes. The extensive embankments in upper Assam, built 

laboriously, in the course of centuries, to guard the rivers, served both as bunds, 

as well as a road system. "These river embankments were crossed by high raised 

path-ways, which were again joined by smaller bunds graduating down, and 

connecting the mauzas, villages and fields, at once formed the most commodious 

means of communications and afforded opportunities for retaining and keeping 

out the inundation". 9 Captain Jenkins, in 1833, also similarly remarked, "the 

embankments are not confined to the main lines but branch off in all directions 

whenever roads or bunds seemed to have been convenient or necessary, and 

certainly in respect to good solid embankments and commodious roadways no 

part of India I have visited appears to have been as well provided as Assam. "10 

Earlier in 1662 Shihabuddin Talish wrote, "In this country they make the surface 

of the field and garden so level, that the eye cannot find the least elevation in it 

upto the extreme horizons" .11 This referred to the Ahom dominated upper Assam, 

whete sa/i accounted for an overwhelmingly major part of the rice production. 

The lack of a similar policy as in lower Assam, inhibited the spread of wet-rice 

cultivation to a point. 

Paik 

The Ahom militia organisation, thus formed an integral part of the socio

economic structure of medieval Assam. In conformity with the Tai tradition, 12 
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the entire population of able-bodied males in the age group 15 - 60 with the 

exception of the king, were deemed to constitute the militia and were known as 

paiks. 13 The Tungkhungia Buranji makes it clear that all men were paiks with 

no exception. 14 They were organised by gots (units) offrrst three and later four 

paiks. Each paik was deemed to constitute a vast army of public servants, either 

military or civiP5 and was responsible for one man - year service to the state. 

One member of each got was obliged to report for duty, in rotation, at appointed 

places, 'for such work as might be required of him, and during his absence from 

home, the other members were expected to cultivate his land and keep him 

supplied with food. '16 The first man supplied as permanent militia was called 

mul. In times of an emergency like war or public works, two (dew a/) or even 

three (tewal) men from a got were requisitioned, even to the detriment of their 

household agriculture, which was taken up by the remaining member, three, two, 

or one as the case might be. Each paik served his respective calling of three 

months a year, by rotation; the non-service paikremained as the standing militia 

for an emergency. 

The evolution of the paik system remained in obscurity. On the evidence 

of Buranjis, Siu-Ka-Pha had brought with him 9000 paiks and and the bulk of 

them were placed under the Bargohain and Buragohain, arranging them 

according to their services and organising them into khels. After the initial phase 

of the Ahom state, a definite system in the new situation evolved under Siu

klen-mong (1539- 52)P With the growth of the kingdom, the system was further 

recast by Momai Tamuli Barbarua, a high official under Pratap Singha. 

Each paik, was assigned a certain plot of wet-rice land, free of all taxes, 

and subject to redistribution from time to time. The size of this allotment since 
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the 17th century, stood at 2.66 acres (two puras). 18 In addition, each paik had 

access to common lands such as forest, grazing ground and fisheries. Besides, 

the peasant possessed two other categories of land: (i) homestead and garden 

lands known as bari, suited to growing bamboo, areca-nuts, betel-vines, 

sugarcane, vegetables, fruit-bearing plants, silk, other crops; (ii) inferior lands 

known as bao-tali or faringati, suited for cultivation of ahu variety of paddy, 

mustard seeds and pulses. These categories of land, which the paiks enjoyed 

were rent-free, but by the later part of the eighteenth century, these had become 

taxable. 19 Homestead lands or bari, were treated as private property and 

hereditary. 20 The inferior lands going periodically to waste, were hardly claimed 

as permanent private property, under the given conditions of land abundance. A 

household could get as much land as possible as it could manage, on the payment 

of one or two rupees a pur a, subject to the condition, that it was not required on 

a new census taking place, to provide the parks with their proper allotment. 21 

Other categories of private property were the estates granted to the nobles and 

later to the temples and Brahmans, cultivated by slaves, or by paiks attached to 

and granted with the states. 22 

The manpower available for rendering service was broadly divided into 

two categories : (ii) the kanri paiks or those liable to render manual service as 

ordinary soldiers and labourers and (ii) chamua paiks, i.e. those of good birth 

or skill, and liable to render non-manual service in accordance with their 

respective skills, aptitudes and status, or contribute a share of their produce in 

lieu thereof. A chamua with a record of good work was also liable for promotion 

as a visaya, even to high offices of the state. The chamuas were remunerated 

not by monthly salaries but by several paiks for their services at state expenses. 
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Khels 

The paiks were grouped together according to the nature of their duties 

and each subdivision was known as a khel. The term khel, a derivation of the 

Arabic-Persian term kheil, meaning cavalry division or tribal clan, had taken its 

root in Assam. 23 In medieval Assam the name was applied to an official guild 

organised on occupational or territorial lines on the basis of the services it 

rendered to the state. 24 

The khel system can be traced back to the thirteenth century, with the coming 

of Siu-ka-pha. This was the stage, when the Ahoms felt the need of multiplicity 

of functions or occupations of the working populations. 25 The reign of Pratap 

Sinha ( 1603 - 41) witnessed the expansion of dominions and this led to the 

evolution of territorial khels. Their inherent professional character continued 

but with the emphasis on the new territories with different ethnic groups pursuing 

different professions. Momai Tamuli Barbarua, Pratap Sinha's minister, 

reorganised the khels in a more effective way. He dismantled the older territorial 

landholders like the Barabhuyans by transferring them from the north bank to 

the south bank. Areas like Bassa, Dayang and Marangi were brought within the 

paik system. The tatis (weavers) were brought from North Kamrup and other 

areas and settled at Sualkushi; similarly the telis were brought and settled at 

Ramdiya. 26 Momai Tamuli also reorganised the khels in different units of 

production and distribution. 27 

In the 17th century, during the reign of Jayadhwaj Singha (1648- 63), the 

khels retained their professional character when the number of gold-washers 

increased from 12 to 20 thousand paiks. 28 However, under the growing Hindu 

102 



influence, the paiks, originally grouped for specific duties into khels were 

separated therefrom and attached to estates and temples of Brahmans, and the 

satras for their maintenance. During the reign of Chakradhvaj Singha a major 

change came in the khel system. The older individualistic system of one 

occupation was found to be wanting as some khels could not satisfy their needs 

for articles produced by other khels. Lachit Bar Phukan reoriented the system 

by making a khel self-sufficient by grafting men of diverse occupations within 

it.29 

In the later part of the 17th century, with the recovery ofKamrup, and the 

expansion of Ahom rule to lower Assam, the increasing population and the 

administrative needs of the areas necessitated newer khels besides their elder 

occupational or professional basis. Thus came into being the Dimarua khel with 

the people ofDimarua, and the Nagaya khel with the khels ofNagaon. 30 

The khels were managed by a regular gradation of officers: (i) twenty paiks 

were under a Bora; (ii) one hundred under a Saikia; (iii) one thousand under a 

Hazarika; (iv) three thousand under a Rajkhowa, who sometimes held charge 

of a specified area where he exercised the power of a Barua or a Phukan; (v) 

and six thousand under a Phukan, who presided over a department and was 

assisted by a Barua. The Barbarua and the Barphukan also had paiks under 

them whose number ranged from 3, 000 to 12,000.31 The tenure of these officers 

reflected the importance of different categories of officers, as pointed out by 

Captain Welsh in 1794. The Boras and Saikias were appointed by the Phukans 

and Rajkhowas, while the latter and the Hazarika, were named by the king on 

the advice and concurrence of the Gohains. The paiks also had their share of 

control, though limited and were entitled to nominate and claim the dismissal 
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of their Boras and Saikias, and even of their Hazarikas. This seemed to be a 

most valuable privilege, saving them from much of the oppression that would 

have otherwise fallen to their lot. 32 Every officer had judicial powers over his 

subordinates, with the right of appeal to his superior and finally to the 

Nyayasodha Phukan. One important officer was the Kakoti, who was employed 

in keeping accounts and maintaining registers of assessments and paiks and as 

scribes and reporters. Kakatis were attached to every khel for carrying out the 

secretarial work connected with its management. 33 

The officers of the khels were assigned a certain percentage of the paiks 

under their management as their remuneration and pay, as there was no cash 

salary attached to any office. The control of the officers over their khels was 

personal and not local. The heads of the khels with their respective quota of 

officers and men were mobilised in times of war. This practice had a double 

advantage, enabling the villagers to pursue their vocations in times of peace and 

the government to command the services of a large army in emergencies. It also 

did away with the expense of maintaining a large standing army at the capital and 

the strategic centres. 34 

A deviation from the established system was affected in Kamrup where a 

system of collecting revenue according to local divisions, called parganas had 

been in existence as introduced by the Mughals. 35 Kamrup under the Mughals 

was divided into four sarkars, each under the control of a Faujdar; the sarkar 

was divided into a nwnber of parganas/mahals which were placed under Am ins 

and Qanungoes. Each pargana was farmed out to a Chaudhuri for one to five 

years, on a certain rent, paid half in money and half in kind. 36 The office of the 

Chaudhuri was not hereditary. All lands not given to the paiks and granted to 
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the religious institutions, were let out by the Chaudhuri. His profit came from 

the difference between the rent which he collected and the revenue which he 

paid to the collector; and also received presents from the tenants who lived in 

the pargana. He also acted as an officer of police, but it was alleged that 

judgement was regulated by bribes and payments. They however had no legal 

authority to inflict punishment or employ armed men. The pargana was further 

subdivided into taluqs. Over four or five manors, the Chaudhuri appointed a 

Talukdar, paid in land; and in each manor was appointed a Thakuria (chief) to 
.,-

collect rent assisted by a Tarui (messenger). 37 According to Hamilton, the 

Chaudhuris, who were supposed to be on the same footing as the Zamindars of 

Bengal before the new regulations, paid the government not more than two

fifths of what they collected. The revenue of the assessed lands in Kamrup, 

which reached the royal treasury amounted toRs. 32,000 a year. 38 

Due to the prevalence of the above syste~ the khel system in the proper 

sense of the term could not be fully introduced in Kamrup. 

The Rajas ofKamrup, such as those ofBaraduar, Bhol~ Luki, Bongram, 

Pantan, Bhagaduar, Beltola, Dumuriya, Rani, 39 Boko and others remained on the 

same footing as during the Mughal government. Originally petty chiefs, they 

possessed territory, which was assessed to furnish at times a certain number of 

paiks. The Rajas either sent men to work on the kings account, or remitted 

commutation money. The Raja possessed every sort of jurisdiction and was 

powerful in his own estate. In the event of war, they were expected to take the 

field at the head of their paiks. 

On the north bank of the Brahmaputra was the Raja of Darrang, who was 
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established as vassal (thapita-sanchita) vis-a-vis the Ahom monarch, their 

patron. The Raja supplied the Ahom king with 6000 pailcs and no commutation 

was accepted. 

The khel-wise organisation of the people co-existed with the parallel village 

organisation. Around 1830 Darrang had 147 villages organised into 45 khels. 40 

Villages in Assam were generally hamlet type linear settlements along the river 

banks. The villages in upper Assam were administrative villages, integrated by 

men from various occupations and castes. While in lower Assam (Kamrup ), they 

were natural villages, and independent of any administrative requirement. 

In the 17th century, the introduction of small toll (kat a/) payable in cowries 

or in kind, on fisheries, muga silk farms, markets and fairs, ferries and frontier 

custom barriers indicative of the fact that the state by then needed resources 

other than labour rent, also changed the earlier settlements. The change which 

broke the clans and redistributed them broadened the social and territorial base 

of the Ahom state. 

The above discussion brings to us the fact that the paik and the khel system 

were opposite sides of the same coin. The system was proved to be the basis for 

social solidarity of the people under the Ahoms. In the heydays of the Ahom 

rule, the system worked efficiently, and served to secure increased output. But 

itlacked elasticity. In the changing circumstances, unable to adjust, the khels 

became ineffective and consequently revenue declined with decline in 

production. Internal corrosion set in with increasing oppression of the collecting 

agency on the paiks. The officers in charge of the khels also diverted the loyalty 

of his men to promote his own selfish designs. 41 
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The inherent strength of the system lay in manpower. The Ahom-Mughal 

wars in the 17th century and the Moamaria uprisings in the 18th century had 

strained the system. There was a loss of manpower, decline in population and 

fall in state revenue. Rajeshwar Singha reduced the got to three men. All below 

15 and above 50 were exempted from the state services by a money payment at 

a rate varying from Rs. 6 to Rs. 18 for a got. 42 

Exemption on grounds of caste or rank or by purchase became common. 

Majority of the paiks became labourers and the government got a new source 

of revenue in the commutation money. 43 In course of time, the officers to whom 

the paiks were assigned, found it convenient to commute personal service for 

cash payment, and allowed the paiks freedom to migrate. Thus, the paiks were 

mixed up and also scattered throughout, and the families paid taxes to different 

agencies. The state also could not be sufficiently coercive in exacting labour. 

The paiks came to regard the poll tax and the compulsory personal service as 

'plague' and cleverly sought exemption by passing themselves as slaves or 

concealing among the slave families. 44 With the commutation of personal labour 

with government sanction, many paiks left the khel to be known as Bhaganiya 

paiks. The mobility of the paiks and the break up of the khel system shook the 

foundation and affected social solidarity. At the time of the British occupation 

of Assam only few remained. 45 

Slaves 

The medieval society of North-East India, as discusseQ. earlier, had basically 

three broad classes of people : ( 1) The privileged aristocracy not obliged to 

render any kind of manual service to the state; (2) the peasantry, fishermen and 
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artisans who were required to render such service or pay a tax in lieu of it in 

kind or cash; and (3) the servile class constituted of slaves (bandi-betilgolaml 

das), serfs (bahatiya) and bondsmen (bandhalbandua) of several types, all of 

whom owed no service to the state and served only their respective masters. 46 

The privileged aristocracy was constituted of the Rajas, vassal chieftains 

and the chief nobles and ministers. They were granted large estates (khats and 

bilat) which were hereditary. These were cultivated by the paiks attached to 

them (bilatiya paiks), slaves and bondsmen. The aristocracy monopolising all 

the officers of the state, also received crownlands while in office for their pre

requisites, along with a number of paik servitors from the state militia, or man

power pool denominated as likchous. 47 

These likchous are employed by the master in all manner possible from 

cultivation to house building to making boats, furniture and clothing, so that his 

outlay of money is trifling. 48 The likchous were neither possessed nor fed by 

the assigner, only temporarily assigned and were therefore liable to unbridled 

exploitation subject only to customary checks. They could avoid their unpleasant 

duties only by compensation in kind or money payments49 to their assignees. 

Besides the temporal aristocracy were the spiritual aristocracy who were 

also receivers of revenue free land grants, in favour of the temple gods (Devottar 

grants), religious institutions like the satras (Dharmottar and Pirpal grants), 

and Brahmans (Brahmottar grants) from the rulers. These land holdings were 

also cultivated by likchous, serfs and bondsmen. 50 There were also dependent 

peasant paiks, permanently transferred from the state militia and withdrawn from 

their khels, with their rights and obligations to the jurisdiction of the grantees. 
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They were known as bhakats when attached to the satras, and dewalia when 

attached to the temple. They were without any obligation to the king and the 

state. In return for their services, the temple paiks were allowed one and half 

to two puras of homestead land. 51 Because of their comparatively superior 

position among the servile class, and lack of obligation to the state, the satras 

became the refuge for those who wanted to escape the forced labour. This form 

of evasion of their pai k obligations by becoming bhakats and joining monastries, 

became very common in the second half of the 18th century. 
-c 

The bandi-beti or the household slaves was constituted of prisoners of 

war, or purchased by the nobles from the hill-tribes, or persons born of slaves. 52 

John M'cosh, who visited Assam in 1837 states, that slaves were bought and 

sold openly and the price ranged from about twenty rupees for an adult male of 

good caste, to three rupees for a low caste girl. 53 Although epigraphical 

references belonging to the last part of the eighteenth century and early 

nineteenth century, bear references to the sale and purchase of men and women, 

the open sale and purchase of slaves are not supported by chronicles. 

In Gadadhar Singha's reign ( 1681 - 96), a document refers to the sale of a 

woman by her own husband to a priest ofKamakhya for eight rupees; 54 in 1799 

there are evidence of the purchase of one man at six rupees by the Mahanta of 

the Salaguri satra from twenty village people;55 and in 1805 AD, there are 

records of the purchase of an entire household of seven adults by Sayani, the 

wife of Barphukan Pratap Ballabh for rendering service to the temple of 

Hayagriva-Madhav at Hajo. 56 

In Kamrup alone, at the beginning of the British occupation, of the estimated 
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population of 271, 944 (vide census of 1840),57 the estimate of slaves and 

bondsmen stood at 24,357, about 9 percent. Thus, at the close of the Ahom 

period, assuming that the difference was not much in the other districts, 58 the 

total population of slaves and bondsmen were nine percent. The proportion, 

however increased during the period of the civil wars, and period of political 

turmoil of 1769- 1825. Thus the total estimated, inclusive of unfree bhakats, 

bahatiyas, and temple paik, may have been around ten percent. In the absence 

of a trade or the classical form of de-humanised slavery, there was no strict 

distinction between serfdom and slavery. Serfs and bondsmen often lapsed into 

conditions of slavery, in course of time, and slaves too when attached to land 

were treated as serfs, with socially recognised rights acquired meanwhile. 59 

Land System and revenue administration 

From the 13th to the 17th centuries, the Ahom state was confined to the 

south-eastern parts of the Brahmaputra valley, by right of conquest. During these 

centuries, the civil and revenue administration was managed by the two Gohains, 

the Borgohain and the Buragohain, and from the 16th century onwards, a third 

the Barpatra Gohain was appointed (1497- 1539). Under Pratap Singha the 

kingdom was divided into Uttarkul and Dakhinkul for revenue purposes. With 

the creation of the posts of the Barbarua as the principal executive, revenue 

and judicial officer of the State and of the Barphukan as the Viceroy of Lower 

Assam, of Guwahati, a definite shape was given to the reorganisation of the 

revenue system. 60 In the beginning of the eighteenth century, under Rudra Singha 

( 1696 - 1714 ), the two central revenue departments developed at Rangpur and 

Guwahati. Thus, by the eighteenth century, for the purpose of administration, 

the revenue and administrative structure was divided into three parts;. (i) The 
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central and metropolitan area, first with Gargaon, and from the 17th century, 

Rangpur, under the Barbaruas, assisted by Chakial Gohains at Jagi and Raha 

and other points; (ii) The frontier governors at Sadiya, Marangi and Sala, and 

Kajalimukh and (iii) Kamrup, including the adjoining are~ (deshes) ofDarrang, 

Beltala, Rani, Luki, Gobha, Neli, Panbari and others, under the Barphukan at 

Guwahati. 61 

The political domination of the land coupled with economic security, made 

the Ahoms total masters over the land. The control and distribution ofland lay 

with the king, who theoretically was the owner of all categories ofland, cultivated 

and waste along with all its natural resources. 62 At this stage the Ahoms 

systematised and modified the practice of employing subject population in the 

service of the state. As mentioned earlier, the paik and khel system came to 

prevail all over the region east ofKaliabor, in upper Assam. The paik, was allotted 

(in return) for his services to the state, two puras (2.33 acres) of the best arable 

land free of charge (called ga-mati) subject to redistribution from time to 

time. 63 Earlier the garden or homestead land called bari-mati, was held free of 

charge and was hereditary. 64 Over waste lands also the right of the state was not 

exercised, and could be reclaimed by any paiks, subject to the condition that it 

was not required on a new census taking place, to provide the paiks with their 

proper allotments. 65 But when the clearing and cultivation of wasteland increased, 

a poll tax of rupee one "as an equivalent for the exemption of these lands from 

assessment was imposed". Inscriptions of the eighteenth century refer to the 

alienation of lands not to individuals paiks but also collective groups of four 

got or squad. 66 

Thus, the land revenue consisting of the personal labour service of the 
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peasant paiks formed the basic pattern of the land system and distribution of 

land in Upper Assam. 

In Kamrup (or Lower Assam) for more than half a century, the land system 

followed that of Mughal Bengal, and it survived till the introduction of the 

British rule. With the conquest ofKamrup from the Mughals in 1682, the Mughal 

system of administration was retained but with some changes in the revenue 

administration. Kamrup was placed under the Barphukan as the chief executive, 
.,. 

revenue and judicial officer with Guwahati as his headquarters. Kamrup continued 

to be designated as a sarkar as under the Mughals, and was composed of 

parganas, comprising of taluqs, sub-divided into lots over villages ( 3 - 6 

villages). The officials consisted of the Chaudhuri, and Patwari in the parganas, 

Taluqdar in taluqs, Thakuria in lats, Kakati, Sara (peons) or Goanbarika in 

the villages. Their money contributions were fixed. Four families or Gomastahs 

were also maintained for maintaining the appointment of Baruas, Chaudhuris, 

Barkayasthas, Patwaris, Talukdars, Thakurias etc. in Kamrup. 67 One of the 

most important officers to help the Barphukans was the Barua in charge of the 

Dhekeri Pargana of North Kamrup, also known as the Chandkusi Barua. At 

par with the collector of the British days, he dispensed civil, criminal and revenue 

duties, with full responsibility in matters ofland revenue in Kamrup. He in turn 

was assisted by his accountant the Barkayastha or the Kayastha Barua. The 

total number ofparganas, originally 17, increased to 41 at the time of British 

occupation. 68 

Payment of land revenue was also defined. The annual revenue for one 

pu ra of arable land was fixed at 1 Y2 to 2 to 3 annas in different parganas. The 

commutation in lieu of labour service to the state of each paik was fixed at Rs. 
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5 or a shawl (pachara) instead. Homestead or orchard land was revenue free 

and the forest land was not assessed. Revenue payment was made in cash in 

Kamrup; in Darrang, the people had to pay the Rajas dues, and in upper Assam 

personal service under the Phukans and Baruas had to be rendered. The rajas 

at the Duars, had to pay the state revenue and also maintain the paik militia. 69 

The gentry was exempted from the payment of any revenue. 

In the inundated parts of the country, the land was cultivated chiefly by 

immigrating ryots, or the pam cultivators who paid plough tax of Rs. 2 - 8. The 

hill tribes who grew cotton paid a hoe-tax of Re. 1. In Darrang, there was a 

hearth tax ofRe. 1levied on the basis of separate cooking places. Artisans who 

did not cultivate land paid a poll tax ofRs. 5 for gold washers and brass-workers, 

and Rs. 3 in case of oil pressers and fisherman, silk weavers Rs. 2 and hill tribes 

Re. 1 for shifting cultivation of rice and cotton.70 The Bhutia chief who were 

assigned areas in the Duars by the Ahom government had to pay tribute.71 There 

were other taxes imposed by the Ahom government like kar (land revenue), 

katal (tax paid by a paik in lieu of personal service), pad (tax on employment 

as an officer), hat (tax paid on the market), ghat (on ferry crossing), phat 

(customs on marketing places) etc. from which gifts of land and paiks were 

exempted. 72 

The classification ofland was an important aspect of revenue administration. 

The epigraphs make mention of different classes of land such as ropit, rupit or 

row ali (rice land), pharingati (dry high land), kathiyatali (land for raising sali 

seedlings), baotali (land for deep water paddy), bari (land elevated with low 

land on sides), bari or bhiti (homestead land), habi (forest land), dalani (marshy 

land), bakari (open waste land). In Kamrup, in addition mention is made of Ia/ 
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(reddish land), and nil (bluish land). 73 

Survey of land and census of population were conducted from time to time. 

Pratap Singha ( 1603 - 41) imported kakatis from Bengal for revenue assessment. 

Chakradhwaj Singha (1663- 69) appointed the Chaliha Kakatis, followed by 

Rudra Singha, who set up two central revenue departments. The Kakatiya Barua 

kept records of the survey and census. 74 

Even much earlier, the Ahoms had their own method of survey and 

settlement. Siu-Ka-Pha, the first ruler made an inchoate classification of the 

people on the basis of works performed, followed by Siu-hum-mong, who 

conducted census of population in order to determine their distribution into 

clans and khels. Under Pratap Singha, the system was slightly modified, when 

each plot was measured with bamboo pole of 7 cubits and 4 fingers or 12' feet 

long. 75 Gadadhar Singha ordered a detailed survey of upper Assam, based on the 

Mughal methods. 76 Surveys and assessment continued under his successors 

particularly during Siva Singha's time. A register or pera kakat containing a list 

oflands was prepared.77 Pramatta Singha (1744- 51) appointed an Ahom official, 

Khayam Bharali, for survey and census work. 78 

The method of survey was similar to that which existed at the advent of the 

British. The measuring rod, 12 feet long was used to measure four sides of the 

field. 79 The unit of area was pura, approximately (2.66) acres of land. 80 And 

with the help of a khel of person measuring land, registers or pera-kakats were 

maintained. An important aspect of the land-revenue administration in Assam 

was the practice of alienation ofland or land grants. When the Ahom kings turned 

themselves enthusiastic patrons of Hinduism by the middle of the seventeenth 
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century, they started to grant extensive areas of lands to Brahmans, temples and 

religious institutions. Such grants all rent free, 81 were of three categories -

Brahmottar or lands given to the Brahmans, Dharmottar, or lands for the support 

of the religious institutions and Devottar2 or lands for the service of the gods 

and temples. Besides, land for mosques or dargahs, or tombs of muslim saints 

and pirs called Pirpal and lands to the sudras called Nankar were also made. 83 

Devottar-Brahmottar grants are dated from the time of Pratap Singha. 84 

y-

Rudra Singha, Siva Singha, Pramatta Singha, Rajeshwar Singha and Gaurinath 

Singha made extensive land grants to temples and Brahmans in Kamrup and 

Darrang. 85 Such grants ofland and pailcs made notably to the Vaishnava religious 

institutions, created by the eighteenth century, a new class of landlords, who as 

spiritual leaders of the people were frrmly entrenched in their power and 

dominance. 

The total area of cultivable revenue free land granted to the religious 

institutions, as estimated by Mills stood in 1854 at 7,75, 468 puras. About 

1884, the Madhava temple at Hajo enjoyed the largest revenue free estate of 

12,650 acres, and Parvatiya Gossain in Kamrup, enjoyed the largest half revenue 

free estate of 41, 172 acres. 86 

Land rights were not saleable. When a paik mortgaged his ga-mati, what 

was mortgaged was his right of cultivation only. Even hereditary landed property

homestead land was unsaleable. In the absence of a proper money economy, 

land could not become a commodity and only rarely were land sales referred to 

as the sale of four puras ofland for Rs. 16.87 The commoners were not allowed 

this right. 88 These references were mostly in Kamrup, than in eastern Assam 
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where land transactions were possible only after the break up of the paik system. 

Products 

Land being the most important element of the economy, agriculture was 

the mainstay of the people of Assam during the period under review. The 

emergence and development of the Ahom kingdom from a small state, had its 

basis on the rice culture which sustained the Ahom state apparatus. Hence, the 

wet-rice culture and its success thereof, was crucial to the state economy. 89 

The Assamese raised three main varieties of rice - ahu, bao and sa/i. Ahu 

and bao were sown broadcast in low lands which remained under water during 

the rainy season, and the paddy grew along with the rise in the water level. 90 Sali 

was the principal crop. Hamilton refers that this variety formed three-fourths 

of the whole crop. 91 The sali seedlings were raised on seedbeds (called 

Kathyata/i) and after maturity transplanted to prepared fields from July to 

September in ropit or rowti (mati) land. Another variety, the borodhan or spring 

rice was also raised. Talish records rice as the staple food of the people.92 Very 

little information is available on the amount of rice produced. A copper plate 

inscription of king Siva Singha ( 173 9) records 48 puras of rupit land assigned 

for the supply of 11 Y2 seers of rice daily to the temple ofDirgeshwari at North 

Guwahati. 93 On this basis and on a very liberal computation, the annual quantity 

of rice supplied from 192 bighas being 105 maunds and 40 seers being a maund, 

the total supply was estimated at 32 seers of husked rice or a maund ofunhusked 

rice. Thus, during the middle of the eighteenth century, the gross produce of the 

unhusked rice may be calculated at 3 maunds per bigha of ropit land in Kamrup. 94 
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Mustard seed as observed by Welsh, was produced in 'great abundance' 

and formed an article of export to Bengal. 95 In the first decade of the nineteenth 

century, Hamilton records that 15,000 maunds of mustard was exported to Bengal 

annually at Rs. 1.33 per maund.96 Sesame, and a variety of pulses like the 

Phaseolux Max called mati mas were produced in considerable quantities for 

consumption. Other varieties like the mug (Phasedus Lim), masur (Lens 

esculants), kola (Lathyrus sativus), barto/amah (Pesum arvense) were also 

cultivated in smaller quantities. 97 In the inscriptions of the period only mati 

mah and mug are mentioned, evidently as offerings to the deities. 

Black pepper was raised to a great extent in places called Jalukbari and 

attracted Mughal traders who tried to obtain it despite trade prohibition. Trade 

with Bengal was nominal, estimated at 50 maunds in 1808-09.98 Chilli (marich) 

which found its way from the New world, and acclimatized to the Indian 

conditions in the 18th century 99 appeared in Assam in the seventeenth century, 

as presents from Mughal Nawabs to the Ahom court. 100 Other varieties of 

seasoning cultivated were ginger, garlic, onion, and turmeric as warm seasoning 

and tamarinds, autengga, amra,jolpai (olive), kamranga and thaikol. Tejpat , 

also mentioned as Badaj by S. Talish, 101 was grown mainly in the hilly tracts. A 

variety of sweet potato (ranga alu) considered most nutritious was cultivated 

in sandy soil. 102 Yams (kath alu), varieties of arum, gourd, melon, cucumber 

were also cultivated. 

Talish observes that the fruits and flowers were common to Bengal, but 

many of the uncommon variety are also available. Papaya, guava, pomegranate 

( dalim ), varieties of plums (panialahs and amlahs) and different kinds oflemons 

and citrus fruits were also grown. Pineapples were large and delicious, mangoes 
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were plentiful but full of worms, jackfruit and oranges were abundant. 103 

Sugarcane, according to Talish, was of white, red and black variety and sweet. 

Hamilton observed that it was eaten fresh; a little juice was converted to gur, 

but no sugar was made. 104 Coconuts were rare according to Talish, but thrived in 

Kamrup according to Haliram.105 Areca nut and betel leaf most widely consumed, 

were abundantly grown. Betel-leafwas most widely grown in Kamrup, Darrang, 

Basa-Dayang and the foothills. Talish, in describing Garhgaon mentions that the 

hazar was occupied only by pan-sellers. 106 The Ahom court had a high official 

designated Tamuli Phukan, to look after the regular supply of areca-nut and 

betel-leaf to the royal palace. 

Tobacco was grown in the region. Records of the medieval period refers 

to a Bengal merchant, who inspite of the prohibition purchased pulses, mustard 

seeds and tobacco leaves ( dhuyapat) at Belsiri or Begsiri near Tezpur in the 

Ahom territory. 107 Welsh and Hamilton reported tobacco cultivation only in lower 

Assam. 

Opium (Kani) was known in Assam since the seventeenth century. 

Chronicles refer that during the Ahom-Mughal conflict, the Mughal commander, 

Ram Singh, sent a packet of poppy-seed to the Ahom general Lac hit, to indicate 

the innumerable number of Mughal soldiers. Earlier references point to the 

importation of opium by the Mughals during their expedition to Assam. Maniram 

Dewan in his petition to Mills has recorded that opium was introduced from 

Bengal and cultivated at Beltola, during the reign of Lakshmi Singha, totally 

invalidating the suggestions of Butler that it was introduced in 1794 in Bengal. 

Welsh himself was a witness to its cultivation in lower Assam. By the nineteenth 

century, opium was extensively cultivated and universally consumed. 108 
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Assam was rich in her forest products. The city of Garhgaon, the Ahom 

capital, was encompassed by bamboo plantations around it for several miles. 109 

Bamboo grew wild, and was cultivated as wen.no Indigo was cultivated in small 

quantities, while lac was extensively cultivated in the hilly areas. In 1808 - 9, 

the export of stick lac to Bengal, amounted to 10,000 maunds at Rs. 3 - 8 per 

maund. In the medieval period Assam was self sufficient. Production was for 

consumption with very little surplus. Industries such as rearing of silk worms 

and production of silk were indigenous to the region. Silk was largely used in 
y 

upper Assam, as the Ahoms were long accustomed to its production and rearing. 111 

Three varieties were produced; muga, used by the people of the middle rank, 

endi or erie, used by the common people and pat silk, worn by the members of 

the royal family and nobility.n2 Two other varieites, the mezangkari and champa 

silk, dressed the higher ranks and members of the Ahom royalty. Hamilton 

records that the four different kinds of silk clothed three-fourths of the people. 113 

Silk, specially, muga was much in demand as an item of export. Cotton which 

was reared mostly by the hill tribes like the Garos, was little used. 

The art of weaving, and spinning was not caste-specific and was universal 

among all castes and classes.n4 However, some professional classes like the 

Tantis, Katanis and Jolas settled at Tantikuchi, Hajo, Sualkuchi, etc. were 

engaged for weaving finer fabrics for the royal family. ns The art of dyeing was 

widely practised in the plains and hills. 116 By the early nineteenth century, foreign 

textiles like kingkhap and Bengal satin, found their way into Assam. 117 

Woodcraft, pottery and brickmaking were thriving industries of the 

medieval period. The wooden palace of Jayadhvaj Singha, in addition to the 

ornately carved bedsteads, stools, sedans and simhasanas or thrones at the satras 
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testifies to the high degree of excellence attained. 118 Brickmaking which was an 

ancient industry, assumed greater importance in the beginning of the eighteenth 

centwy, when the royal palaces at Gargaon and Rangpur, the Ranghar at Sibsagar, 

maidams of the Ahom kings and the temples were built with bricks. The industry 

was under state control, and the commoners were not allowed its use. Pottery 

was carried out by the Kumars using the wheel and the Hiras by hand, making 

earthen articles for daily use. 

Records of the medieval period mentions the existence of mineral reserves 

in the country. Gold was collected from the sand of the several rivers, mostly 

flowing out of the northern mountains. 119 The best gold was collected from the 

Sidang (a tributary of the Subansiri), Kakoi, Kadam, Somdiri, Bhairabe, Jhanji 

and Disoi, the latter two being the purest/20 while the largest quantities came 

from the Barali, Dikrong and Subansiri. 121 The gold washers in Assam variously 

called Sonowals, Bihiyas, Sondhomes, and belonging to the Ahom Kachari, 

Koch and Keot communities, were organised into khels under Phukans and 

Baruas. Talish, mentions that between ten and twelve thousand to twenty-five 

thousand people were engaged in washing gold. The Ahom kings levied exactions 

on the gold washers on their collections. 122 

Gold smithy thrived under royal patronage. Pratap Singha and Rudra Singha 

brought goldsmiths from Koch Behar, and Benaras, organising them into 

functional khels called Sonari, engaged in making jewellery. The royal mint 

which was at work made gold mohars and rupees. 

Other metals in use were iron, silver, copper and brass. Iron found along 

the southern region adjoining the N aga Hills, from Jaypur in the present 
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Dibrugarh district, to Doyang in Golaghat, were also brought down by the Garos, 

Khasis and Jayantias in smaller quantities.123 Extraction and smelting was carried 

on by a class called Lo-Saliyas, who were required to make deposits to the 

royal stores annually. 124 Blacksmithy thrived under the Ahoms, and the Kamars 

made articles of common use like knives, daos etc. and also big war implements, 

like the hiloi, top, and bar top (small and big cannons). 125 Assam did not possess 

silver mines, and the metal was bought by the Khasis and Garos, and from Tibet 

and China in the form of bullion. From the middle of the seventeenth century 
.,-

silver coins came to be minted. Copper and brass were imported from Bengal 

and were used for making household utensils, the former also used for copper

plates for religious endowments and in the building of temples. 126 Brass was 

worked by a class of Muslims called Moriyas. 

Salt, which was very dear to Assam was collected from brine springs near 

Borhat, Nagahat, Jaypur, Namchang and Mohang at the foot of the Naga Hills 

along the Assam border. The springs within the country belonged to the 

Government while those on the border were shared by Assam and the Nagas. 127 

Since the salt collected was inadequate, people used alkaline (khar) prepared 

from dried plantain leaves. 128 A class called Lon-puriyas were engaged in its 

manufacture, carried out in the dry months. 129 Since the beginning of the 18th 

century, Bengal salt became an important item of Assam-Bengal trade. 130 

TRADE 

"The kingdom of Assam is one of the best countries in Asia, for it produces 

all the necessary to life of men and there is no need to go for anything to the 

neighbouring states", remarks Tavemier. 131 According to Shihabuddin Talish 'the 
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hazar road is narrow, and is only occupied by pan sellers', and it was not the 

practice, "to buy any articles of food in the market, and all the inhabitants store 

in their house one year supply of food of all kinds and were under no necessity 

to buy or sale any eatable. 132 These references are indicative of the fact that the 

economy in the medieval period was self-sufficient, and did not necessitate a 

trade or marketing system. The state gave in kind, and also received in kind and 

services. Surplus took the form of labour rent, largely appropriated by the ruling 

class. Moreover most of the consumption needs of the people i.e. food and 
.,. 

clothing, were satisfied within the household itself. Moreover accumulation of 

wealth, beyond one's status was not permissible under the Ahom government. 

However, self-sufficiency in the total sense was a myth. Minimal surplus 

production was necessitated by the scarcity of certain essential items within 

the state. Whatever may have been the form of exchange, a marketing network 

and trade developed, however rudimentary in structure. The minimal surplus was 

exchanged for the scarce items within and outside the state, carefully regulated 

and controlled by the state. 

Early references to trade was found in the Katha-Guru Charita which 

mentions the trading career of one Bhabananda Kalita. 133 Trade on an individual 

or sometimes partnership basis, were carried on in commodities like mustard 

seed, betel leaf, arecanut, ivory, gold, silver, black pepper, salt within the 

country, 134 and also procured from Bengal and Koch Hajo for items obtainable 

within the kingdom. 

The Buran} is refer to the promotion of an internal trade by setting up hats 

or markets, where most of the exchanges took place. Important marketing centres 
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were at Dalauguri and Dikhow (Siu-hum-mong and Siu-klen-mong), Dopdor and 

Borhat (Pratap Singha), Morangi (Siu-tyun-pha), Chakihat and Rajahat (Gadadhar 

Singha), Gobha (Rudra Singha), and Disoi (Rajeshwar Singha), to name a few. 135 

Others hats were at Tamulihat, Sariyahat, Moranhat, Nagahat, Kacharihat, 

Darangihat, Sonapurahat, Dihinghat etc. attributing their nomenclature to the 

goods sold and the places wherein located. 136 

Exchanges for most part were of the surplus produce like betel leaf, areca 
'C 

nut, mustard seed, ginger, earthen-ware, iron-ware, livestock etc., and was 

intralocal on a petty scale, within the limitations of a basically barter and cowrie 

economy. These local hats were generally held weekly or bi-weekly. 137 

An important aspect of the commercial policy of the Ahom rulers, was the 

encouragement extended to the hill tribes for a free intercourse. The markets 

contiguous to the hill areas were generally frequented by the neighbouring hill 

tribes. Important amongst such markets were Sadiya, N agura, Kacharihat near 

Golaghat, Kukuriahat at Borduar in Kamrup near Garo hills, and Ranihat, Sonapur 

and Jayantiapur in the east near the Khasi hills. The Mishmis frequenting the 

market at Sadiya brought lama swords and spears, mishmitita (a vegetable 

poison), gertheana (a vegetable product much esteemed by the natives for its 

peculiar but rather pleasant smell used chiefly for anointing the hair), a little 

musk, deer skins, and some ivo:ry, which they exchanged for glass beads, cloths, 

salt and money. To the same market the Adis (Abors) and Miris brought pepper, 

ginger, munjit, wax and gimcloth, which they exchanged for the plains products. 

The Singphos brought down ivo:ry in considerable quantities. 138 To Kuk:uriahat 

the Garos brought down knives, cotton, salt, procured from Rajahat and Sylhet, 

ivory and iron, in exchange for cattle, goat, rice, tobacco, cloths etc., 139 to the 

123 



markets at N agora, Kacharihat, and exchanged their hill products like ginger, 

chillies, betel leaf, cotton for the plains rice, muga, eri fabrics, iron, dao,and 

dried fish. 140 In the east the Jayantias at Ranihat and Sonapur, and the Khasis at 

Jayantiapur bartered honey, betel-leaf, oranges, cotton and ivory, and iron 

implements chiefly hoes, for salt, rice, tobacco, dried fish and eri-muga cloths.141 

The trade with the frontier tribes was mainly for consumption and on a 

small scale in perishable commodities. Exchange was on a personal level and 
' 

the medium of exchange was barter. Besides the goods exchanged, slaves brought 

down from the hills were also bought and sold. 142 Some ofthe tribals also acted 

as middleman to the frontier trade as the Abors in the Abor-Assam trade, and 

the Mishmis in the Assam, Tibet, and Chinese trade. 

The hats and the duties levied were urider state supervision. By the 

seventeenth century, the Ahom state had evolved an administrative machinery 

for supervision and sale of commodities in the market. To collect duties and 

control illicit transport of goods, chowkies or chaukies were established.143 

Markets tolls called hatkar were collected by the Hatkhowas at a percentage 

of the price fixed by the king which varied from time to time. King Rajeswar 

Singha abolished the flat rate of hatkar fixed by Pratap Singha, and instead 

different rates were fixed on the value of goods sold. The right of collection 

was farmed out to the Barnas, who paid a part collection to the state. 144 The rest 

was spent in bearing the expenses of the establishment. 145 

In addition to the trade with the hill tribes within, political reasons dictated 

the Ahoms to grant trading rights to the border tribes of Bhutan and Tibet Subject 

to the payment of a nominal tribute in kind, the Deb and Dharma Rajas of Bhutan 

124 



were allowed strips of land, known as the Duars at Bijni, Chappa-Khamar, 

Chappaguri, Buxa and Gorkola in north Kamrup, and Buriguma and Kalling in 

the district ofDarrang. These Duars formed the gateway of trade, through which 

almost every article of consumption and luxury was procured, directly or 

indirectly. 146 The Wazir (Vzir) Barna who resided at Simaliyabari (Simalabari), 

a days journey from the Darrang Rajas palace controlled the Assam - Bhutan 

trade. The Baruas levied no duties, but received presents, and was the only broker 

employed by the Bhutiyas and Assamese in their transactions. 147 The exports 

from Assam were lac, munjit, silks - muga and endi and dried fish, and the 

Bhutias imported cloths, gold dust, salt, musk, ponies, celebrated Thibet 

Chowries (yak tails) and Chinese silks. The volume of the trade between Bhutan 

and Assam, in 1809, was estimated at two lakhs of rupees (Rs. 2,00,000) per 

annum, even when Assam was in an unsettled state.148 

Trade with Tibet was carried out through the Kariapar Duar. The Tibetan 

merchants brought silver in bullion, rock salt, Tibetan woollens, and Chinese 

silks, yak tails and smoking pipes of Chinese manufacture. 149 These were 

exchanged with the Assamese merchants for rice, tussa (coarse silk cloth), Iron 

lac, buffalo horns, pearls and corals previously imported from Bengal. The 

Monbas and the Khampa Bhutias were the middlemen in the Assam-Tibet trade. 

There also existed commercial relations between China and Ava. The goods 

procured were Chinese silk, lacquered and China ware, lead, copper and silver. 

c;.A. Bruce, the commercial agent at Sadiya reported that 'every particular silver 

used in Assam was imported from China' .150 The intermediaries were the 

Singphos, who purchased the kutcha roop (silver), from the Chinese provinces, 

carrying them on the back of mules. 151 The Mishmis were the intermediaries in 

the trade with Ava. The growth and development of Assam's external trade was 
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facilitated by various routes. Through the Duars or the mountain passes, the 

traffic entered Bhutan and thence to Tibet. M'cosh refers to a route from Sadiya 

to Tibet across the Himalayas and parallel to the Brahmaputra.152 The Patkai 

route starting from Jaypur, passing through the territory of the Singphos, and 

the Patkai tribes reaching Magaung then to Bhamo and to China. 153 

M'Cosh refers to three overland routes from Bengal to Assam. One from 

Murshidabad to Goalpara, the other from Dacca to Goalpara and the third from 

Sylhet to Guwahati via Cherra, Mophlung, Nungkhlow and Ranigaon. It was 

impassable to any land carriage and beast of burden, and extremely difficult at 

all seasons. 154 The usual route was down the river Brahmaputra, via Jennai to 

Syragunge and by the Ganges to Calcutta. During winter, the voyage was to be 

made by the Sundarbans, and it took about a month or more, and from Calcutta 

to Goalpara about eight days. 155 The Brahmaputra was navigable from Bugwah, a 

few miles from Rangpur, to upper Assam about 400 miles. 156 There was free 

communication between the Brahmaputra and the Ganges, and heavily loaded 

boats regularly ply the rivers. 

There was a regular trade between Mughal India and Assam. However the 

Ahom- Mughal conflict (1615 - 81) necessitated a closed door policy, with 

strong vigilance on the entry of people from Bengal side called Bangals to 

Assam. 'No outsider was allowed to acquire a footing in Assam lest he should 

become too influential and disturb the loyalty of the subjects or bring other 

complications' .157 This was the principle followed upto the mid-eighteenth 

century although there were exceptions. 158 Inspite of the closed door policy of 

the Ahom rulers gold, ivory, elephant and agar (aloe-wood), was in great demand 

outside. 'Every year in normal times', wrote Shihabuddin, 'quantities of aloe-
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wood, pepper, spikenard, musk, gold and a variety of silk were offered in 

exchange of salt, saltpetre, sulphur and several other products ofMughal India 

at the Ahom-Mughal checkpost'. 159 

Trade with Bengal was conducted through the Assam or Hadira or Kandahar 

chowky, nearly opposite to Goal para in the Ahom frontier. 160 On the Bengal side, 

Goalpara on the south bank of the Brahmaputra and Jogighopa and Ranga-mati 

on the north bank where the three eastern out-post from where the Bengal 

merchants conducted their trade with Assam. This process received 

encouragement in the open door policy ofRudra Singha, who was very much in 

favour of a regular commercial intercourse between the Shah-Mahajans ofthe 

Mughals and the Barmudois ofthe Ahom kingdom. 161 

The exclusive Assam-Bengal trade was under the monopoly of the Duaria 

Baruas .162 There were seven subordinate custom houses on the banks of the 

rivers that form the boundary, and several on various routes by which the goods 

might pass, but all duties were paid at Kandahar, the others were nearly to prevent 

an illicit transit of goods. The Baruas received and exchanged the goods of the 

Assamese merchants, for the Bengal products and vice versa, and also received 

advances for the delivery of the goods from the Bengal merchants or accepted 

Bengal goods on credit. For his exertions, he levied duties on all exports and 

imports. The collection varied according to the Baruas. Hamilton estimates it 

at Rs. 45,000163 and Maniram (Mills report) at Rs. 64,000 in 1814;164 Welsh 

calculated it at Rs. 90,000 of which Rs. 26,000 was paid to the Raja. 165 There 

was however, constant friction with the Bengal merchants owing to the high 

rates of duties demanded by the Duaria Baruas, the non-fulfilment of their 

contracts or their refusal to carry on trade with particular individuals. 165 The 
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Baruas in collision with corrupt ministers monopolised the salt trade in Assam, 

depriving the Assam Raja of their rightful revenue, and the merchants of a 

legitimate trade. 

The middle of the 18th century, after 1765, saw new beginnings in the 

Assam-Bengal trade. 166 The appointment of Hugh Baille, in 1765, to reside at 

Goalpara, and carry on an inland trade with As~ and the neighbouring countries 

was a positive attempt. 167 Baillies memorials, 168 followed by the Report of George 

Bogle, 169 transformed the trade from an experimental to a practical stage. Bogle 

was of the opinion that, owing to the restrictive policy of the Ahom Rajas, the 

trade mostly by barter and estimated at six to seven lakhs of rupees per annum, 

was not in favour of Bengal. 170 Privileges of free trade and commercial 

intercourse were suggested. With the entry of Daniel Raush, and David Killican 

in 1 781, with exclusive monopoly of the salt trade, the Assam Bengal trade 

passed under the control of the East India Company. Thus, in 1781 Assam 

imported 82,870 maunds of salt, at Rs. 4 per maund; next year it was 40,000 

maunds. The exports were muga, pepper, stick lac, hemp lac, munjit and ivory 

varying according to the home production and situation. 171 During the period of 

disturbances in 1769, the Duaria Baruas by an agreement with Danial Raush, 

monopolised the entire salt trade. This, Welsh, regarded as 'highly injurious to 

the Raja, prejudicial to trade and oppressive to the inhabitants', and reconunended 

trade to be undertaken by the Government of Bengal. 

Gaurinath Singha, agreed to abolish the injudicious system of commerce, 

and entered into a commercial treaty on 28th February 1793.172 By this treaty, it 

was agreed to establish 'a reciprocal and entire liberty of commerce between 

the subjects of Bengal and those of Assam, for all singular goods and 
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merchandize'. To facilitate free intercourse, the merchants were allowed to enter 

into Assam and sell at any place, thus removing the earlier restrictions. A regular 

1 0°/o import and export duties were levied on all articles, 173 to be collected at 

two custom houses, one at Kandahar Chowky and one at Guwahati. Though the 

provisions of the treaty were never implemented, the treaty marked the end of 

state control of trade in Assam. 

Captain Welsh in his exhaustive report furnishing the state of commerce, 

mentions that the abolition of the monopoly stimulated trade with Bengal. The 

collection at Kandahar Chowky was estimated at the sum of Arcott Rs. 12,012, 

- 2 - 9, in the space of nine months ~fter defraying the necessary expenses, and 

the Raja was to receive annually Rs. 12,000 from this source, the overplus used 

to defray the expenses of the detachment. 174 

The composition of the Assam - Bengal trade, has been estimated for the 

first half of the eighteenth century, based on the custom check-post returns of 

1808 - 09.175 The figures in table I, valid in their original magnitudes, for our 

purpose, has been tabulated with a caution that the Moamoria rebellion had 

crippled the Assam economy, and in 1809 the kingdom was not even half as 

populous and prosperous as it had been around 1750. The increase in the variety 

of trade imported to Assam can be attributed to the opening of the Ahom 

Kingdom, owing to on one hand the weakness of the state and on the other the 

intervention of the East India Company in the affairs of the country, after 1783, 

albeit for a short period. 
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Table I : Export I Import 1808 - 09 

Exports Imports 
Commodities Qty Value Commodities Qty Value 

(maunds) (maunds) 

Stick Lac 10,000 Rs.35,000 Sah@ Rs.51/2 35,000 1,92,500 

Muga Silk 66 11,350 Fine Pulse 800 

Cloth 75 17,500 Ghee 100 1,600 

Munjit 

(Indian madder) 500 Sugar 2,000 

Black Pepper 50 500 Stone beads 1,000 

Long Pepper 50 300 Coral 5,000 

Cotton 7000 35,000 Jewel & Pearls 500 

Ivory 6,500 Cutlery and 

Glassware (European) 1,000 

Bell-metal vessels 1,500 Spices 1,000 

Mustard seed 15,000 20,000 Paints 500 

Iron hoes 600 Copper 4,800 

Slaves 2,000 Read lead 1,000 

Thaikol fruit(?) 50 150 English Woollens 2,000 

Tafetas 2,000 

Banares Silk or 

Knikhap 500 

Satin 1,000 

Gold and Silver cloth 1,000 

Shells 1,000 

Muslin 10,000 

Total Rs. 1,30,900 2,28,300 

The balance of seven thousand rupees against Assam was paid in gold from 

the mines, and in silver. The trade surplus, as indicated in the trade pattern , was 

in favour of Bengal. Salt from Bengal much in demand , showed a sharp fall 
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from 100,000 maunds in 1782, to 35,000 in 1808 - 9, and 25,000 in 1824 -

25. 176 This has been attributed to the wholesale depopulation and a crippling of 

the economy, when people used to use alkaline (khar). Moreover, external trade 

was disrupted due to the revival of monopoly of the Duaria Baruas, and the 

indiscriminate manner in which duties were collected at Kandahar. The merchants 

though protected by the permit, and allowed free entry into the interior, the 

troubles and expenses on the way, the difficulties of ready payment, delays and 

vacations at Kandahar, forced them to transact the whole traffic with the Baruas, 
y-

who thus enjoyed exclusive privilege of trade with Bengal. 177 The delays, 

inconsiderate exactions and oppressions impeded trade, resulting in agricultural 

and industrial stagnancy in the province.178 The situation remained unaltered until 

1833, when the Governor General abolished the Kandahar and all chowkies leaving 

the Assam- Bengal trade free. 

Medium of Exchange 

\ "/ 

The econom~~edieval Assam, growth in trade and market leaks gives 

us some information on the medium of exchange. Cowries remained in use in 

the medieval period. 179 Another form of exchange was barter or the exchange of 

commodities and services, which was much in use in the Ahom period. However, 

literary texts refer to the existence of coins of a few early Ahom kings. 180 These 

early coins were not used as media of exchange, but as offerings to the family 

deities and gifts and religious fees to the priests and Brahmans. The first local 

coins, octagonal and in silver appeared with the title of Swarganarain, have 

been attributed to Jayadhvaj Singha (1648- 63). 181 Talish, also mentions gold 

coins stamped with the stamp of the same ruler. The first coins struck bearing 

inscriptions referring to a single year continued upto Gadadhar Singha. Octagonal 
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takas in silver and gold mohars were issued by Chakradhvaj Singha (1663-70) 

and Udayaditya Singha (1670- 73). Rudra Singha (1696- 1714) introduced the 

practice of striking coins annually. From the middle of the seventeenth century, 

the Ahom mint was constantly at work. Talish mentions that copper was not in 

use, 182 however round copper pieces of Brajanath Singha (1818- 19), a much 

later ruler were found. Thus by the early eighteenth century half rupee ( adhali) 

and quarter rupee (siki or maha), silver coins, and by 1750 one eighth of a 

rupee (ad-maha), one sixteenth of a rupee (charatiya)183 were extensively in 

circulation throughout the region. Buranjis make reference to mohar (coins). 

taka, siccarup or rup (rupee),184 kara or kari (cowrie). The legends on the 

coins were Ahom, and later Assamese - Bengali, Nageri and Persian,185 and 

languages Sanskrit, Ahom and Persian, was probably for use not only among the 

Assamese, but also among others. Coins of smaller denomination from the time 

of Rajeswar Singha were probably used for trade with Bengal. Besides Koch 

coins called Narayani and the Kachari and Jayantia coins were also in circulation 

within the kingdom. A copper plate inscription of the year saka 1607, refers to 

the purchase of a women for 8 takas. 186 This can be interpreted to mean that 

coins were used in transactions. In addition copper plate charters dated 1739, 

1743, 1754 A.D. furnished the value of different items of daily use in terms of 

full and fractional units of silver coins. 187 The economic life of the Ahom -

kingdom was gradually used to the employment of coins for commercial 

transactions. The normal standard coinage consisted of silver taka; Gold coins 

were few in number and struck on special occasions. 188 Thus by the nineteenth 

century, changes in the economy and growth in trade, are indicative of an advance 

towards monetization. The rapid increase in money supply, indicated that both 

intra-regional and inter-regional trade and media of exchange were increasing. 
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In summing up, the economy of the medieval period indicates two 

contrasting pictures. On one hand the level of development remained 

inconsiderable. The state control of all aspects of production and distribution, 

prevented growth beyond one's need. The nature of appropriation in labour service 

were not conducive to a fruitful exchange of trade and commerce. The prohibition 

on the entry of foreigners, and when allowed had to transact their business in 

haste and leave, coupled with the less advanced technology, had a restrictive 

influence on the growth of commerce. The economy was also far from being 
y 

monetized. Even as late as 1794, Captain Welsh found salt and opium to be 

more serviceable than money as a means of procuring supplies. Barter and 

cowries were very much in use in general marketing and trade ventures outside 

as well as the rural areas. State control also prevented the growth of powerful 

property holders and also of a powerful trading class. There was also no industrial 

development, and surplus thereof, to facilitate trade in the real sense of the 

term. The growth of urban centres was also negligible. The growth trend of 

population obvious before 1770, was halted and reversed during the next half 

century, resulting in depopulation due to the civil wars ( 1770 - 1809) and the 

Burmese occupation (1817 - 25). Local historians have estimated the mid

eighteenth century population at 2.5 millions. While a census of 1826 following 

British occupation yielded a count of only 7 to 8lakhs, half of this concentrated 

in Kamrup, and only 2% concentrated in the urban centres. 189 In contrast, the 

other picture is one ofbeginnings of a change. The abandonment of the policy 

of isolation since the mid-eighteenth century, were indicative of a progress 

towards modernization. The beginnings of commercial relations, and intercourse 

with the west can also be traced to this period. The breakdown of the paik and 

khel system, and the commutation of labour service for money, and the growth 

oflandlordism, hitherto kept in check by the Ahom state, is the result of change 
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in the state control. The emerging contradiction in the mode of appropriation, 

and the breakdown in the distribution process resulting from it, brought about a 

structural crisis reflected in the civil wars and uprisings. The subsequent internal 

disturbances broke the steel frame of the Ahom economic system. The opening 

of state, the infiltration of the foreigners, and the collapse of the Ahom economic 

structure, were significant changes, marking the end of one phase and the 

beginning of another in the history of Assam. 
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CHAPTERV 

THE BRITISH OCCUPATION OF ASSAM 

AND DISINTEGRATION OF THE OLD ORDER 

The Treaty of Yandabu (24th February, 1826) which marked the conclusion 

of the first Anglo-Burmese war also forms a dividing line between end of one 

age and the beginning of another in the history of Assam. Assam now entered 

into what can be termed as the modem age. Historically, political modernization 

is referred to the totality of changes in the political structure, 1 affected by major 

transformations in all aspects of administration. The advent of the British to 

ushered in radical changes in the entire pre-British political structure. This 

chapter is devoted to an analysis of the British system vis-a-vis that of the Ahom. 

It is, therefore, most relevant to recount Article 2 of the Treaty, which 

runs thus: 

"His Majesty, the King of Ava renounces all claims upon, and 

will abstain from all future interference with, the principalities 

of Assam and its dependencies, and also with the contiguous 

petty states of Cachar and Jyntea. With regard to Manipur it is 

stipulated that, should Gambhir Singh desire to return to that 

country, he shall be recognised by the King of Ava as Raja thereof'. 2 

The above Article does not bear any indirect or oblique recognition of the 

East India Company's right to establish its political control over the principalities 

of Assam, and Manipur. What in fact occured was that the East India Company 
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stepped in to fill the political vacuum created by the Burmese withdrawal. 

The British first settled the question of Manipur as the security in the 

North-East lay to a great extent on the establishment of a strong ruler in Manipur 

to serve as a buffer between the British Indian empire and Burma. In view of the 

important role Gambhir Singh played in driving the Burmese out of Cachar and 

Manipur, the Burmese were forced to recognise him as the Raja of Manipur. 

Soon however, a dispute arose over the claims of the Kubo Valley. 3 The British 

government in a conciliatory approach, decided on the retrocession of the Valley 

to Burma. The transfer took place on Jan. 9, 1834.4 Forthe loss ofKubo Valley 

Gambhir Singh was awarded a recurring stipend of Rs. 500, as a compensation. 5 

He was also recognised as a political and military warden of a vitally, important 

strategic area by an agreement (April 18, 1833). He was further allowed to 

maintain a strong and trained army of 3000, and to assist the British government 

in the event of disturbances. This decision to establish 'an independent 

government in Manipur in alliance' with the East India Company, was hoped to 

prove 'the most powerful and effectual check upon the Burmese government'. 6 

Having ensured the security of their eastern frontier, the East India 

Company now turned to the principality of Assam and the petty states of Cachar 

and Jayantia.Govinda Chandra, the ruler ofCachar, was brought into the East 

India Company's political system, by a treaty, dated March 6, 1824. 7 

Acknowledging allegience, he placed his country under British protection, and 

agreed to pay a tribute of Rs. 10,000 per annum, and consented for the British 

arbitration in the internal administration of his country. Ram Singh, the ruler of 

Jayantia, also by a similar treaty dated, lOth of March, 1824,8 was brought under 

British protection, but no tribute was fixed with him. The Raja also engaged to 
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assist the Company with all forces, in the event of war to the east of the 

Brahmaputra. 9 The inclusion of these petty principalities adjoining the British 

district of Sylhet in the 'general system of defensive arrangements for the 

frontier', was an essential feature of Lord Amherst's policy of resistance to the 

Burmese advance in the Surma valley. 10 

The British administration in the eastern frontier may be said to have begun 

formally from 1822, when by Regulation X of 1822,11 the permanently settled 

area of Goalpara, consisting of the three thanas of Goalpara, Dhubri and 

Karaibari, which then formed a part of the Bengal district of Rangpur, was 

separated from the district of Rangpur, and exempted from the operations of 

the general regulations, and subjected to a special system of government along 

with the Garo Hills. David Scott, who had served as the Judge and Magistrate of 

Rangpur, was appointed, in January 1822, as Civil Commissioner for the north

east of Rangpur, in addition to the office of Commisioner of Cooch Behar. In 

November 1822, he was appointed, in addition to his existing offices, Agent to 

the Governor-General on the North-Eastern Frontier with a general control and 

superintendence over the Company's political relations and intercourse with 

the petty states ofSikkim, Bhotan, Tibet, Cooch Behar, Assam, Cachar, Manipur 

and Jayantia and other independent states' .12 This appointment prepared the 

ground for Scott's assumption of administrative charge of territories conquered 

from the Burmese. 13 

Soon after the commencement of the first Anglo-Burmese war, in March 

1824, Des Kamrup with a division of 26 parganas came under the British 

occupation. The Raja of Darrang and the other petty chiefs placed themselves 

under British protection. Administrative arrangements became necessary for 

147 



western Assam, from Goal para to Guwahati, pending the final expulsion of the 

Burmese. These arrangements were to be of a provisional nature. 

In October 1824, Scott was entrusted with the general management of the 

occupied territory, and was authorised to exercise revenue, judicial and police 

powers. As Agent to the Governor-general, he remained in charge of political 

relations with the Assamese chiefs as also with the Burmese. Lieutenant Col. 

Richards who was in charge of troops, and matters of purely military in nature, 

had to afford the most cordial and zealous support on all matters. 14 

After the expulsion of the Burmese from Upper Assam in January, 1825, 

the whole of the Brahmaputra valley came under British military 

occupation.Arrangements were then made for the temporary administration, 

pending the final decision regarding the disposal of the country. The supreme 

governments views were clearly stated : 'although by our expulsion of the 

Burmese from the territory of Assam, the country would of right become ours 

by conquest; the Governor-General in Council does not contemplate the 

permanent annexation of any part of it to the British dominion" .15 This was 

followed by an assurance in a proclamation issued by Mr. Scott: "We are not led 

into your country by the thirst of conquest, but are forced in our defence to 

deprive the enemy of the means of annoying us ... " and further that "we will never 

depart until we exclude our foe ... and re-establish ... a government adopted to 

your wants and calculated to the happiness of all classes" .16 This declaration 

which was an indication of a clear commitment for the restoration of monarchy 

in Assam, created no resistance from the local population. Their satisfaction at 

the expulsion of the Burmese and acceptance of the British, was but a natural 

reaction against the atrocious character of the Burmese rule. 
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David Scott and Lieutenant Col. Richards, were appointed Joint 

Commissioners. David Scott, as Senior Commissioner, was to hold civil charge 

of western Assam, with headquarters at Guwahati, and also exclusive charge of 

political relations with the states and tribes of the entire region. Col. Richards, 

as Junior Commissioner, was to exercise civil functions in eastern Assam, with 

headquarters at Rangpur, in addition to his military functions. Eastern Assam, 

particularly the tract east of Rangpur, was in a state of anarchy following the 

Burmese cruelties and required close military supervision. Each Commissioner, 

though independent to perform his civil duties, was expected, through a free and 

constant intercourse with each other, to maintain a uniform system of 

administration throughout the Brahmaputra valley. The Commissioners were 

empowered to decide all civil disputes, administer criminal justice and to 

organise a police system. 17 In December 1825, after the death of Col. Richards, 

Lt. Col. Cooper succeeded him. In 1827 Captain Adam White was appointed 

Scott's assistant at Guwahati. 

Keeping in view of the security of the eastern frontier, the British pursued 

a conciliatory policy with the chiefs of the 'Sadiya country'. An agreement was 

made dated 13 May, 182618 with the Bar Senapati ofMatak, 19 who acknowledged 

the suzeranity of the British, and in lieu of revenue, agreed to furnish 300 paiks 

and provisions in the event of a war. Another agreement concluded in May 1826,20 

with the Sadiya Khowa Gohain, the chief of the Khamtis, 21 who recognised the 

British suzeranity, and agreed to maintain a contingent of 200 men. With the 

Singphos, whose raids had been suppressed by Capt. Neufville, agreements were 

concluded in May 1826, with their16 chiefs, who promised co-operation. 

The administrative measures adopted by the British government in the 
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Brahmaputra valley were devised as a transitional arrangement. The government 

had to initiate a series of measures to solve difficulties- political, military and 

financial as systems hitherto existing varied from region to region - in upper 

Assam there existed the paik system, in lower Assam there existed a system 

which had close similarity to the Mughal system whereas in Darrang, and the 

territories of the chiefs of Luki, Beltola, Bongaon, Pantan, etc., they had their 

own independent administrations. It was thus a difficult task and with the 

introduction of the British system, the change that occured was in some from 

medieval to modern, and in others from semi-medieval to modern as in lower 

Assam. In deciding on the administration of Assam, three issues were involved, 

(i) The question oflower Assam, (ii) the question of upper Assam and restoration 

of an Ahom ruler, (iii) the question of central Assam, Darrang and Nowgong. 

The establishment of temporary civil administration in western Assam in 

1824 and in eastern Assam in 1825, created a situation which was not anticipated 

on the eve of the war. The Ahom administrative machinery had broken down, the 

Burmese had disturbed even the rudimentary system of civil administration. In 

the absence of a capable ruler (Ahom prince) the British could not withdraw 

their forces. 

In view of the assurance, given by the British, 12 David Scott in 1826, 

proposed the restoration of Ahom monarchy in Assam on a tributary basis, and 

alternatively to retain lower Assam as far as Biswanath as a part of the British 

dominions, and making over the rest of the territory, with the exception of the 

areas occupied by the Mataks, Khamtis and Singphos to an Ahom prince.23 

This proposal not being accepted, a revised proposal in 1828,24 was made by 

Scott recommending the annexation of lower Assam permanently to the British 
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dominion, while the assignment of upper Assam, the territory from Biswanath 

to the river Buri Dihing, under an Ahom prince on terms to be specifically laid 

down. Further, he laid down, that the introduction of British rule in upper Assam 

would create resentment and discontent amongst the Ahom official aristocracy, 

and annexation of upper Assam would be uneconomic, as the revenue estimated 

at about one lak:h Raja Mohari rupees (Ahom coins) would be expended for 

providing for the members of the royal house. Lower Assa.m, extending eastward 

to Biswanath, on the other hand, was expected to yield a gross revenue of 300,000 

Narayani rupees (Koch coins). This region administered by the Bar Phukan at 

Guwahati was never amalgamated to the Ahom kingdom, and 'the most influential 

portion of the inhabitants who having been accustomed to be ruled by strangers', 

may not have the same aversion 'to the introduction of a foreign authority that 

would be felt in the upper part of the country'. The British rule may well be 

preferred than the Ahom rule with all its excess and indignities, commented 

Scott. 25 As regards the territory of the Mataks, Singphos and Khamtis, Scott 

proposed the imposition of direct control under an European officer, stationed 

at Biswanath. 26 

In March 1828, the Supreme Government accorded their approval to Scott's 

proposal of permanent annexation ofLower Assam. 27 The grounds put forward 

were (i) the revenue of upwards of 300,000 Narayani rupees and (ii) the 

inhabitants who had little attachment to their erstwhile rulers. In the territory of 

the Mataks, Singphos and Khamtis, it was agreed to station an officer, and in 

1828 Captain Neufville, was appointed Political Agent, Upper Assam, with 

headquarters at Biswanath. The office of the Junior Commissioner was also 

abolished. 28 
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The government was not inclined to surrender the region of Upper Assam 

to an Ahom prince since, 'none of the aspirants afforded to the British any aid 

during the last war which would establish the slightest claim to a remuneration 

of any part of their right by conquest". It was also argued that the revenues of 

Upper Assam were fluctuating. The annexation would have also made the British 

government responsible for the general defence and protection against internal 

commotion or external aggression. 29 Although the question of restoration was 

kept pending till after Scott's death in 183 1, nevertheless the trend was one 

favouring annexation and the introduction of political - cum - administrative 

uniformity throughout the valley. This had become evident in the appointment 

of Captain Neufville, abolition of the post of Junior Commissioner, and lifting 

of martial law in March 1828. 

Scott's policy of conciliating the nobility and royalty by employing the 

leading men in the discharge of the duties of the hereditary officers had failed. 

There was the rebellion of Dhanjoy Bargohain in 1828, Gadadhar Singha in 1829, 

and an uprising on a grandscale in 1829, organised by Dhanjoy, aided by Harakanta 

and Haranath, his sons, and Jeuram Dulia Barua, Peali Barphukan, Boom Singpho, 

Roopchand Konwar, Deuram Dihingia Barna, Krishnanath and others. 30 The 

repeated uprisings were alarm signals. 

Restoration and Annexation of Upper Assam 

Although the proposal for the restoration of Ahom monarchy in Upper 

Assam, did not find favour with the Supreme Government, the repeated 

uprisings,31 and administrative confusion of the period convinced the authorities 

in Calcutta that in spite of best of intentions32 it would not be possible to ensure 
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a government in Upper Assam as would be conducive to the well-being of all 

classes. 33 The administrative confusion demanded above all a change; for 'An 

imperfect British administration' as Scott observed, 'must be worse than a native 

one, which at least possesses a perfect knowledge of the laws, customs and 

prejudices of its subjects ... ". 34 The British Government had some reservation 

about setting up an Ahom government in the intervening region between the 

Company's territories of Lower Assam in the east. Bentinck was not in favour 

of the appeasement policy advocated by Scott, since the expulsion of the Burmese 

had been accomplished without any assistance from any member of the ruling 

family, and as such, no one had any political or moral claim to that territory. He, 

however, favoured restoration and thought that a monarchy which had lasted 

without any break for more than six centuries, might be 'intrinsically good', and 

under the support and advice of the British officer might be conducive to the 

'well-being of the people'. 35 The untimely death of David Scott, along with the 

despatch of Captain Jenkins and Lieutenant Pemberton, to conduct a survey of 

Upper Assam, interrupted the fmal arrangements for the restoration of the Ahom 

Government. 

T.C. Robertson was not in favour of following a middle course, and 

advocated either an administration under European supervision, or according to 

the old system under an Ahom prince. In the event of restoration, Jorhat was to 

be the headquarters of the Political Agent, Upper Assam, as also the main wing 

of the Assam light infantry. It was also suggested that a small area ( 4 sq. miles) 

around Jorhat should be handed over for establishment of a British cantonment. 

Bentinck accepted Robertsons suggestions, and it was decided to assign Upper 

Assam to a member of the Ahom royal family. Robertson was in favour of 

Purandar Singha36 as 'the person best fitted to be at the head of the state' . 
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On 2nd March 1833 by a treaty37 concluded between T.C. Robertson, Agent 

to the Governor-General and Purandar Singha, at Guwahati. (i) The Company 

made over to the Raja the portion of Assam lying on the south bank of the 

Brahmaputra to the east of the Dhansiri river and on the north bank to the eastward 

of a nullah immediately east of Bishwanath; (ii) The restored Raja promised to 

pay to the East India Company a tribute of Rs. 50,000, out of an estimated revenue 

of Rs. 1,20,000. In addition the Raja bound himself to abstain from the evil 

practices of the former rulers like cutting of ears, nose and to abolish sati; to 

listen to the advise of the Political Agent, Upper Assam or the Agent to the 

Governor-General; to assist in the passage of troops and furnish supplies; to 

surrender on demand any fugitive taking refuge within his country; to supress 

the opium evil; and to abstain from opening communication with any foreign 

power. These terms were subject to the condition that if he "departed from 

loyalty to the British Government" the company reserved the right either to 

transfer the territory to another ruler or take it into its immediate occupation. 

The Moamaria country remained outside his authority, and the British government 

continued to maintain direct political relations with the Bar Senapati and the 

Sadiya Khowa Gohain. 

On the 24th of April, the civil and revenue administrations of Upper Assam 

were made over to him, and he was formally installed on the 28th of April, as 

the ruler of Upper Assam, with his capital at Jorhat. As Purandhar Singha objected 

to the use of the mere 'Raja', which he felt was not suited to his newly acquired 

rank, it was decided that he should be officially addressed as 'Shree Maharaja 

Poorunder Singh Narindra'. 38 

Soon after this decision of the East India Company, Lord Bentinck began 
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to have doubts as to the wisdom of the decision. He described it 'as one of 

somewhat hazardous policy'. 39 These doubts were provoked in the light of the 

reports of Jenkins and Pemberton, who described the region as 'worth having'. 40 

To make the best of a bad bargain, it was decided to increase British control by 

reducing the status ofPurandar Singha further and to take from him an Ekrarnama 

(an agreement) and to recognise him by Sanad as the ruler of the Jorhat region. 

On 27 June 1833, the treaty was recast in the form of an agreement and Purandar 

was practically reduced to the status of a Jagirdar. 41 This treaty reduced the 
T 

position of the Raja, far inferior than the protected princes of N orthem India. 

Purandhar Singha in accepting the treaty in 1833, and ascending the restored 

throne at Jorhat, also inherited a legacy of nearly half a century of anarchy and 

misrule. The political situation had radically changed and the position of the 

Ahom rulers had altered since the early part of the 18th century. Although 

restoration was intended to fulfil the political aspirations of the Assamese people, 

Purandar Singha's installation did not command universal support. He did not 

enjoy popularity and influence with the nobles as also with the people unlike 

Chandrakanta Singha. And although the latter was removed to Kaliabor and 

pensioned off, the nobles remained behind. The element of discontent with 

Purandar's rule was thus very strong among the supporters of Chandrakanta 

Singha. In addition, Purandar Singha on account ofhis early days spent in Bengal, 

was regarded more a Bengali than an Assamese. And the Assamese experience 

of the corrupt and exacting Omlahs employed in the subordinate posts added to 

the suspicion and contributed to a large extent to his unpopularity. 

The political instability was augmented by more than half a century of 

internal anarchy caused by civil wars and foreign invasions. The khel system, 
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the socio-economic basis of the Ahom state was in dissolution. The khels were 

scattered throughout Upper Assam and instead of reducing the officials, a large 

number had been appointed to look after the khels. These officials, also referred 

to as Kheldars, were unaware of the exact number ofpaiks under them, non

residents as they were in their particular khels. The old aristocracy thus abdicated 

their proper functions, in the manner of the absentee landlords, following the 

Permanent Settlement of 1793, in Bengal, and in France on the eve of the 

Revolution of 1799. Thus there was mismanagement of the state affairs. 

The ruin was aided by the financial bankruptcy of the administration. The 

absentee Kheldars let loose a hoard of unscrupulous collectors whose regular 

exactions reduced the ryots to a state of misery. Collections were heavy, but the 

Government dues were unpaid. In addition, the transfer ofNaduar, yielding a 

revenue of about Rs. 10,000, to Lower Assam, affected the Raja's income. 

Moreover, although the income ofUpper Assam was estimated at Rs. 1,20,000 

per annum, the actual average annual collection during the period of British 

occupation from 1828- 9, with the exception of the year 1832- 3 was on Rs. 

81,897 only.42 The payment ofRs. 50,000 out of the estimated income was heavy 

and doubts were expressed on the Raja's capacity to pay. 

The judicial system was also disorganised. There were as many as five 

courts at Jorhat, but beyond the reach of the rural people. Law and order had 

collapsed and this in turn ruined agriculture, industry, trade and commerce. Thus 

the old Ahom system had broken down, and during the interim period of British 

occupation some features of the new administration had been introduced. What 

resulted was a confusion leading to the end of the traditional constitution of the 

Ahom state. 
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Lacking administrative experience Purandar Singha had to depend on the 

advice of his officers. He restored the old Patra-Mantris.43 He also had to pay 

heed to the advice of Captain White, Political Agent, Upper Assam, stationed at 

Bishwanath. 

The khel system was revived with well-defmed boundaries. The paiks were 

numbered and each was granted two puras of arable land, and a capitation tax of 

rupees three imposed according to the old custom. Settlements were made for 
' 

a period of four years with the Kheldars who were granted a commission on the 

gross collection besides a number of paiks. Regular residence at their particular 

khels was made mandatory on the Kheldars, as also liable to dismissal only 

after a regular trial at the court of the Patra Mantris. This ensured protection 

to the officers against the unjust exactions of the Raja. To protect the ryots 

from oppression by the Kheldars, and prevent desertions, receipts were issued 

against collections, and no remissions were to be granted to the deserters. The 

heads of the khels were required to learn reading and writing and schools were 

set up for the purpose. To meet the judicial requirements the Kheldars were 

vested with judicial powers, to try criminal cases involving a penalty to the extent 

of six months imprisonment, and fines of Rs. 20/-, and in civil cases not 

exceeding Rs.lO/-, and to investigate complaints of irregularities and exactions 

against the amlahs. Four courtsofDistrictjudges were setup at Rangpur, Majuli, 

Uttarpar (N. Lakhimpur), Bassa and Dayang, exercising appelate jurisdiction 

over the Kheldars courts. No written pleadings or depositions were allowed in 

the Kheldars courts or in the district courts, but the trying judges were required 

to submit abstracts of the cases heard by them. This was a compromise between 

the old Ahom system and the new British system.44 
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The Barbarua's court at the capital was vested with the power of awarding 

punishment to the extent of three years imprisonment and of trying civil cases 

to the amount of rupees one thousand. The Supreme Court or the Sadar, presided 

over by the Raja and three judges tried civil cases above rupees one thousand 

and all heinous crimes. Slavery was prohibited by a regulation of fourteen years 

imprisonment if any one enslaved a paik. 

Purandar Singha also offered to his people the prospects of a reformed 

socio-economic order. With a view to promoting agriculture and industry, he 

directed the revenue-officers to assign jungle lands rent-free for a period of 

two years, to be followed by a nominal rent and a commission to the officers at 

the expiry of the period. The Assam Company was also granted an extensive 

area near the Gabharu Hills for tea cultivation, with the hope that the subjects 

would benefit from this new enterprise. 45 In the interest of industry, the officers 

of the khels were to collect articles from the producers in the interiors, in lieu 

of cash, and also abolished a number of custom chokeys on the Brahmaputra to 

facilitate the free passage of goods. 46 

From the outset Purandar Singha was confronted by many difficulties. The 

Muttock country under the Barsenapati where one-third of taxes prevalied, 

proved a source of exodus for the ryots from Upper Assam. 47 Any attempt to 

impose tax on the Barsenapati failed, 48 and after long negotiations agreed49 to 

the payment ofRs. 1800/- in lieu of the services of the paiks to be furnished by 

him under the agreement with Scott. In addition, the Mouzadari settlement 

reducing the number of fiscal units, threw many of the former officials out of 

employment. 
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It was almost a foregone conclusion that Purandar Singha would not be 

able to continue his rule. Within two years of his restoration, he fell into arrears 

with his tribute payments. The rapid fall in revenue was attributed partly to the 

transfer ofNaduar to the Lower Assam and partly to the removal of civil and 

military establishments which had effectively checked recirculation of a 

considerable amount. There was an outbreak of cholera and famine at the same 

time. The abolition in March 1836 and 1837 of the capitation, house and hearth 

tax as well as taxes on one's caste and calling in Lower and Central Assam had 

aggravated the situation. This encouraged emigration specially among the Doms 

(fisherman) and Mariyas (artisans in brass), and also among the weavers and 

gold washers, potters and others who went to the adjoining British districts from 

Upper Assam. Purandar Singha had to lower the taxes on these classes to check 

the exodus, which reduced his revenue. 50 

Meanwhile major administrative changes took place in the north-eastern 

Frontier. In January 1834, Francis Jenkins was appointed as Commissioner and 

Agent to the Governor-General, a newly designated office and was placed under 

the supervision and control of the Sadar Dewani Ada/at and of the Sadar Board 

of Revenue at Calcutta. For effective supervision, the district of Sylhet was 

attached to Dacca, and separate administrative arrangements were made for 

Cachar, Manipur and Khasi Hills. 51 

Jenkin's initial sympathy to the troubles faced by Purandar was of no avail. 

On receipt of complaint from the disgruntled nobles, he decided on an enquiry 

and interference in the state of affairs of Upper Assam. In early 1835, Jenkins 

demanded explanations of the Raja. To the Raja's pleas of a deduction of tribute, 

Captain Adam White was deputed to conduct a survey towards the close of 1835. 
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The Political Agent however recommended a reduction of tribute at Rs. 35,000. 

Captain Jenkins made a visit to Upper Assam. In his report on 3rd April 

1838, Jenkins attributed the emigration of the ryots to the collection of revenue 

due from runaways, from those who remained, the oppresive transit duties, 

exaction of undue services, want of military protection, wholesale corruption, 

and ineffeciency at the courts of justice and maladministration in general in the 

Rajas territory. 52 While making allowances for the difficult circumstances in 

which the Raja was placed, Jenkins admitted that emigration was due to low and 

no taxes in the Muttock country, and in Lower and Central Assam. Jenkins also 

recognised the opposition of upper orders who endeavoured to overthrow the 

Raja. These upper orders who had expected a restoration of their old privileges, 

with the installation of the swargadeo, felt frustrated at some of the regulations 

of the Raja. The requirements of educational qualifications for the office of 

the Kheldar, the resettlement of lands on accurate data reducing sources of 

income, the Mouzadari settlement reducing charges and throwing many out of 

employment, caused hostility to the Raja's rule. In consideration of the fact 

that 'the misrule of the Raja was not entirely without excuse', Jenkins 

recommended partial resumption of Upper Assam, allowing him continued 

possession of a part of territory that would yield a revenue adequate to meet the 

demands of the government. 53 

The Commissioner however changed his mind overnight, and the next 

morning in a demi-o:fficialletter to H. T. Prinsep, Secretary to the Govt. of India, 

in the Political department, proposed immediate resumption of Upper Assam. 54 

Lord Auckland, the Governor-General m Council resolved on the 

160 



resumption and as per instruction, Adam White assumed charge on 16 September 

1838. Two Principal Assistants were appointed with headquarters at Jorhat and 

Lakhimpur. The Raja's mild protest was in vain. He was granted a pension ofRs. 

1, 000 per month. The experiment with the restoration of monarchy had miserably 

failed. 

Resumptions & Annexations 

As a matter of policy, the British had already annexed the contiguous petty 

state ofCachar, and were preparing grounds for annexation of Jayantia, and the 

territory of the Khamtis and the Mataks. 

Cachar: For Govinda Chandra, the Raja ofCachar, the tribute ofRs. 10,00055 

was too heavy, and despite measures56 to improve finances, he was in arrears. 

Then exactions and heavy transit duties caused discontent. 57 The recruitment of 

officials from Bengal added to the discontent of the people. 

Govinda Chandra's insecurity was increased by the persistent enmity of 

Gambhir Singh, who pursued a policy of slow and steady penetration to the east 

of Cachar, aiming at grabbing the region if an opportunity arose. T ularam, son of 

Kahi Das, a petty servant of the ruling family of Cachar committed repeated 

raids into the plains of Cachar. Although a compromise was affected in 1829, 

by Scott, the authorities feared a scramble for power, after Govinda Chandra's 

death. 

To the British, Cachar formed a very important link in the chain of defence, 

and argued that under proper administration it could be developed into a "granary 
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of the North-eastern frontier". 58 Proposals were therefore made for handing over 

the territory after Govinda Chandra's death, but he refused, 59 and he was without 

any direct male heirs. At this stage Govinda Chandra was murdered, allegedly 

under the orders of Gambhir Singh, on 24th April 1830. Pending final 

arrangements, the territory was placed under the final arrangements of Lieutenant 

Fisher, in June 1830. 

There arose several claimants to the throne, 60 but in the absence of any 
-c 

legitimate or suitable claimant, by a proclamation on 14th August, 1832, the 

principality of Cachar was annexed to the British dominions "in compliance with 

the frequent and earnestly expressed wishes of·the people" as Pemberton 

defended. Henceforth it was placed under a Superintendent under the Agent to 

the Governor-General, North-East Frontier, early 1833. 

Tularam Senapati who had laid his claims to the vacant throne, was allowed 

to retain the hill tracts which were in his possession. But this area was subject 

to raids, by Govind Ram, his cousin, with the support of Govinda Chandra's 

widows. Tularam, himself committed acts of violence in the Dharampur area, 

and though arrested, as an independent hill chief could not be tried by a British 

Magistrate. Tours undertaken by Fisher and Jenkins, in Jan, 1833, proved that 

the hillmen were opposed to Tularam's rule, and preferred British 

administration. 61 

By a treaty on 3rd November 1834, Tularam surrendered the territory 

between the Mahur and the Dayang rivers on one side and the Dayang and the 

Kapili on the other; the eastern portion remained in his possession. He undertook 

to pay a tribute of four pairs of elephants teeth each weighing 35 seers, to obey 
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orders issued by the British official, in return for a pension ofRs. 50 per month, 

and help against enemy in roads into his territory. 62 

In 1844, Tularam, transferred his territory to his sons Nakulram and 

Brajanath. After Tularam's death in 1851, the sons were confrrmed in their fathers 

territory with the conditions of tribute, assistance to British troops, abolition 

of custom exactions and surrender of heinous criminals. Under the weak rule of 

the sons, the territory was subjected to frequent raids by the Angami Nagas . 
..-

Nakulram's retaliation, had an adverse result, the British (Lieut. Bivar)63 accused 

him of raids on the independent N agas, which would lead to reprisals. Jenkins 

recommended resumption of territory. The proposal received support of A.J.M. 

Mills, 64 then judge of the Sadar Diwani Ada/at at Calcutta, on a visit to Assam. 

Lord Dalhousie also favoured annexation, 65 and in 1854, the Cachar Hills were 

brought under direct British administration. Tularam's family was pensioned off. 

Earlier, the Jiri-Barak tract, between the Jiri river and the western bank of 

the Barak, was ceded to the Raja ofManipur, on 5th Nov. 1832, on condition of 

peaceful occupation.66 Thus, a part ofCachar, with a population of 10,000, and 

revenue ofRs. 1,000, was transferred to Manipur permanently. Thus, by 1854, 

the whole of Cachar was brought under direct British administration. 

Jayantia 

The next territory to come under British rule was Jayantia. Disputes also 

arose between Ram Singh, Raja of the Jayantia and the British in connection 

with the high toll duties at the Chokey at Chaparmukh.67 Again in 1832, four 

British subjects were seized by the raja of Gobha, a petty chieftain dependent 
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on Jayantia, three of whom were afterwards sacrificed to Goddess Kali. A similar 

attempt earlier was followed by a warning threatening annexation. Also during 

the unsettled conditions prevailing after the Burmese war, the Raja of Jayantia, 

'had encroached considerably on the southern border ofNowgong.68 

The death of Ram Singh in September 1832, followed by the succession 

of his minor nephew Rajendra Singh, presented an opportunity to the British to 

revise the treaty. Robertson demanded a new treaty with a tribute ofRs. 10,000, 

out of an estimated income of Rs. 30,000, as the price of recognition of the 

new Raja. Rajendra Singh was also asked to deliver, the perpetrators of the earlier 

cnme. 

The enquiry which were subsequently made by Captain Jenkins could not 

conclusively prove the guilt of the Raja, yet the Governor-General in Council 

considered the case as 'sufficiently proved' so as to warrant annexation of the 

country under the warning given by Scott. In 1834, Jenkins reiterated the demand 

for renewal of the treaty and payment of tribute. He also revived the old dispute 

over the Chokey at Chaparmukh. 

Although the Raja surrendered the persons wanted for the sacrifice, 69 in 

August 1835, the British remained silent on the question of tribute. By a 

resolution adopted on 23 February 1835, the Raja's territories in the plains 

were incorporated in the British dominions, the hills being left in his possession. 

On 15 March 1835, a British officer took formal possession of Jayantiapur. 

Gobha was occupied soon after knowing that the resources of the hills70 would 

be totally inadequate for the maintenance of his family and administration, the 

Raja surrendered the hills which passed into the British hands. It was placed 
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under a political officer, of the Khasi hills, with direct management in an 

Assistant stationed in Jowai. Act VI of 1835, provided for judicial control of 

the Khasi and Jayantia hills. The deposed Raja received a pension ofRs. 500.00 

and retired to Sylhet where his personal property valued at Rs one and a half 

lakh of rupees was made over to him. 71 

Khamti & Matak 

Doubts had been raised as to the fidelity of the Khamti Chief, Sadiya 

Khowa Gohain, and Bar Senapati, the Matak Chief.72 The Sadiya Chiefs dispute 

with the Bar Senapati had been a source of constant embarassment to the British. 

Matters came to a head in 1834, when a quarrel occured between the two on 

their rival claims over Saikhowa, a tract opposite Sadiya, occupied by emigrants 

from Raja Purandar Singha's territory. Charlton the officer-in-charge directed 

the matter to be referred for arbitration. But the Khamti chief in defiance took 

forcible possession of Saikhowa, ejecting the subjects of the Bar Senapati. 

The old suspicion of a secret contact with the rebel Singphos influenced the 

final decision. The Sadiya Khowa-Gohain was removed from office, and the 

territory on either side of the river Sadiya and Saikhowa was brought under the 

direct control of the British government. The Khamtis were left undisturbed 

under their own chiefs. The Assamese paiks, were declared free and brought 

under assessment. 73 The Khamtis unable to reconcile themselves burst forth in 

a rebellion in 1839. 

The Matak country since the restoration of the Ahom monarchy, in 1838, 

had constituted a standing menace to the British authorities. The presence of 

the Bar Senapati,a spirited and independent chief was an affront to the British 
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officials. But provocation of unrest in a peaceful and prosperous country was 

not called for by the Government of India. 74 

An opportunity for intervention came in 1838, when the Bar Senapati 

nominated his second son Maju Gohain as successor. The British government 

raised no objection, but Jenkins was directed not to recognise the right of the 

Bar Senapati to disinherit other sons or make any arrangement that would be 

effective after his death. 75 

However after the death of the Bar Senapati in January 1839, dissensions 

occured between the Morans, the inhabitants of upper Matak and the non

Morans of lower Muttock. The Morans who formed the bulk of the population, 

were not willing to reconcile to the rule of Maju Gohain, and preferred British 

rule. 

Meanwhile Captain White arriving at the Matak capital, Rongagora, in 

January 1839, announced recognition of Maju Gohain on his agreeing to enter 

a new treaty with a higher tribute of Rs. 10,000. Maju Gohain opposed, and 

submitted that his subjects were poor to bear the increased taxation. Convinced, 

the Political Agent considered it inexpedient to antagonise the Mataks so long 

as the situation in Sadiya remained satisfactory. 76 

The assassination of Captain White, led to the arrival of Captain Vetch. 

Maju Gohain was suspected throughout and Jenkins feared that 'if he established 

a firm authority, he would be the first to rise against the British at any 

opportunity'. Captain Vetch, also realised the impossibilityofholding the demand 

for Rs. 10,000, without the risk of disaffection. 
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In August 1839, the Political Agent, with the concurrance of the Governor

General-in council, resolved to vest the management of the territory on Maju 

Gohain. 77 The breach between the two groups had widened into a yawning gulf 

and the Morans would not accept the rule of the Matak chief. "Nothing short of 

force would compel them to come under the rule ofMaju Gohain", and were 

prepared to serve the Sarkar by all means. The decision to separate the country 

was also not accepted by the Gohain who also objected to the British control of 

the tea-barees in Matak. Finding no other alternative under orders of the 

Government of India, Vetch formally annexed the territory of the Mataks, and 

placed it under the jurisdiction of the Principal Assistant, Lakhimpur. 78 Suitable 

provisions were made for the large family left by the Bar Senapati. 

With the annexation of Matak, the whole valley of the Brahmaputra was 

now under direct control of the British government. Regular troops were 

withdrawn from Assam in 1838, and the defence of the frontier was entrusted to 

the Assam Light Infantry with headquarters at Biswanath, and the contingents 

supplied by the Khamtis and the Mataks. 

Administration 

The British occupation of the province in 1826led to major changes in the 

administrative system. It was clear from the beginning that the British were not 

guided solely by altruistic tendencies, inspite of the pious intentions declared 

in their proclamations to the people of Assam, that "we are not led into your 

country by thirst of conquest" and in 1824 ... the Governor-general does not 

contemplate the permanent annexations of any part of it to the British dominion". 

If it were the general debacle of the old order would not have followed. The 
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annexation of Lower Assam, and handing over of Upper Assam to a descendant 

of the old Ahom family, served the dual purpose of conciliating the old order, as 

well as strategic and financial reasons. Financially, it was hoped the revenue 

paid by the Ahom king would equal the revenue collected and also save the costs 

of administration. But restoration not only created more problems, but also 

increased the antagonism of the Ahom nobility towards the British rule and its 

policies. The hostility felt against Purandar Singha as a rival to Chandra Kanta 

Singha, was augmented by the regulations which threatened their positions. The 

requirements of educational qualifications, as well as the new land settlements 

threw many out of employment. Without any alternative scope of employment, 

and frustrated at seeing their old privileges which they expected would return 

with the restoration of monarchy, thwarted, they became hostile to the new order. 

The antagonism further increased with the annexation of the entire province. 

Scott was in favour of adapting the new measures as closely to the actual 

wants, prejudices and conditions of the people. He therefore suggested the 

employment of the leading men of the country in the discharge of duties of the 

hereditary officers subject to the supervision of the European officers. This 

principle was to embrace all aspects of the judicial, executive and revenue 

departments. 79 

The old Ahom judicial system presided over by the king, and assisted by 

the three Dangarias, and the heads of the khels and others in their respective 

areas, with capital and inhuman corporal punishment for offences, kept order 

for 600 long years. In the administration of civil justice, in Upper Assam, the 

British appointed Lambodar Barphukan as co-adjuter, with Janardan Barbarua of 

the revenue department. 8° Cases of minor importance were to be decided by 
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surrasuree panchayats and criminal cases were tried by the Junior 

Commissioner, and if necessary by the Political Agent, Upper Assam, or referred 

to the court of the Barphukan. Trial of cases demanding capital punishment or 

long term imprisonment was held before juries presided over by the Barphukan, 

subject to the supervision of the Commissioner. 81 

In Lower Assam, the Commissioner was aided by his Assistant, Adam White 

at Guwahati to decide cases of all native but not involving death sentences. Scott 

allowed unlimited freedom of petitioning, with no tax or restrictions. 82 This 

however led to large arrears of cases, 83 and by the end of 1826, with promptitude, 

the Commissioner set up three native tribunals at Guwahati : 

( i) the first, was under a Rajkhowa with three assessors which tried cases of 

minor importance; 

(ii) the second, under a Barphukan, which tried civil cases to the extent of 

rupees one thousand and heard appeals from the lower courts; and 

(iii) the third, similarly constituted decided criminal cases and appeals from 

the Choudhuries and other revenue officials who were also empowered, 

as before, to exercise judicial authority in their respective jurisdictions. 84 

In order to ease congestion at the headquarters, a number of mofussil 

panchayats were set up in the populated areas ofNowgong, Kaliabor, and 

Chariduar in Central Assam, to which petty cases were referred with a right 

of appeal to the courts at Guwahati. 85 

In Lower Assam, tentative arrangements were made for the disposal of 

civil and petty criminal cases to be tried by the senior commissioner and for 

heinous offences by a tribunal under Col. Richards, who was to act under the 
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special warrant furnished by the Commander-in-Chief oflndia.86 The delay in 

its establishment led to large arrears of cases. There was also an increase in the 

number of common crimes after the British occupation. This according to Scott 

has been attributed to the disuse of capital punishment earlier prevalent and the 

absence of police. 87 A police establishment consisting of a daroga, a jamadar 

and a few constables were maintained at the headquarters, but mofussil police 

was left in the hands of the Choudhuris, Patgiris and other revenue officers. 

Early in 1832, Cracroft, the new Agent after the death of David Scott 

transferred the six western parganas of Bouse, Chake Bouse, Bamagar, Barpeta, 

Bagaribari and Nagarberra, to the jurisdiction of the officer-in-charge of North

East Rangpur. In pursuance of Scotts policy, Haliram Dhekial Phukan, an 

Assamese officer of rank and respectability was appointed as an Assistant 

Magistrate at Guwahati. Two officers Lieutenant Rutherford to Darrang and 

Captain Bogle to the transferred parganas, were appointed as investigating 

officers. 88 

The disuse of the earlier system led not only to the breakdown of the law 

and order but also the multiplication of crimes. The establishment of a number 

of tribunals though initially under native personnel, led to a large arrears of 

cases. But by 1832, the policy of appointing natives were departed from and the 

powers were vested in the British magistrates and personnel from Bengal. On 

the basis of the reports of Bogle and Rutherford, 89 the administrative 

requirements were reframed and Scott's policy of depending "the system of native 

agency" had to be abandoned. It convinced the Govt. that "Assam is not sufficiently 

advanced for its reception". 90 This new system, along with the medium in the 

proceedings caused a displacement of the old order. 
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Under Robertson, modifications were also made in the system of judicial 

administration. In the administration of civil justice a proposal was made for 

the abolition of the Mofussil panchayats and Surasuree panchayats and the 

abrogation of powers vested in the Choudhuries in Lower Assam. A new 

gradation of courts was set up.ln each district there were two lower courts: (1) 

The panchayat decided petty suits upto rupees one hundred; and (2) The munsiffs 

court vested with powers of trying original suits from rupees one to five hundred 

and heard appeals from the panchayats. Above them was the Principal Assistant 

empowered to decide original civil suits ranging from rupees five hundred to 

one thousand, besides hearing appeals from the lower courts. All civil suits in 

excess of rupees one thousand were to be referred to the commissioner. With 

the abolition of the Mofussil panchayats, the cases hitherto tried by these 

tribunals, and also by the revenue officials were to be investigated hereafter by 

the panchayats at Guwahati and the munsiffs' court set up for the purpose at 

Biswanath, Charduar, Naduar and Nowgong.91 

The criminal cases were hitherto tried by the officiating Magistrate, with 

the Commissioner who exercised the functions of the Nizamat Ada/at giving 

the final verdict. In 1833, the Principal Assistant had the same power in criminal 

cases as the Magistrate of Bengal, with the additional duties of investigating 

capital cases with the aid of a jury of three persons. In smaller cases like theft 

and burglary, the P.A. tried and passed sentences of imprisonment not exceeding 

four years. Heinous crimes like murder etc. requiring severe punishment were 

referred to be tried by the court of Circuit. 92 

The Sadar Amin, Munsifand Judicial Amlahs were generally Assamese. 93 

But the dearth of qualified Assamese, led the authorities to recruit personnel 
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from Bengal, to serve in accounts, periodical reports, and returns departments. 

Proceedings of the courts were in English, Persian and occassionally Assamese. 94 

The Chaudhuris, Patgiris and other revenue officials were relieved of 

their police authorities in the detection of crimes and the arrest of criminals in 

their respective jurisdictions. This change led to the gradual extension of the 

thana establishment, hitherto conf"med to the headquarters, to thickly populated 

areas outside.95 Robertson thus laid the foundations of civil and criminal 

administration in Assam, guided by the Spirit of the Bengal Regulation modified 

to suit the local conditions. 

The administrative changes introduced were totally alien to the people of 

the region. On the basis of a minute of Lord William Bentinck (27 March 1833 ), 

made in connection with the recommendations of Robertson, laid the foundation 

of district administration in Assam. The territories on the west of the river 

Dhansiri were divided into five districts : (1) North-east ofRangpur or Goalpara; 

(2) Six parganas of Kamrup, roughly the present district of Barpeta, including 

Nagerberra; (3) Lower Assam with twenty parganas, mostly on the North and 

nine duars on the South; ( 4) Central Assam comprising N aduar, Charduar, and 

Darrang (Desh Darrang) on the north, Nagaon and Raha on the south of the river 

Brahmaputra; (5) Biswanath, from the river Bharali to Biswanath on the north 

together with the territory known as Morung, extending from the Kaliabor to 

the river Dhansiri. In each district, was placed an officer, designated as the 

Principal Assistant (P.A.) to the Commissioner vested with the powers of the 

Judge, Magistrate and Collector, on a consolidated salary of one thousand rupees. 

He was to be aided in his duties by an officer designated as Junior Assistant 

(J.A.) and in some cases Sub-Assistants(SA), on a salary of five hundred rupees.96 

172 



Some modifications and adjustments in the system were made due to paucity 

of duly qualified officers. The six parganas were placed under a Junior Assistant 

and the district of Lower Assam was placed under Lieutenant Matthie, and 

subsequently placed under a Junior Asistant with headquarters at Barpeta. Central 

Assam was placed under a Principal Assistant with an Assistant at Nowgong. 

Captain Adam White, was to function as the Political Agent, Upper Assam, with 

the command of the Assam Light infantry at Biswanath.97 By 1836 the districts 

were Goalpara (with headquarters at Goal para), Kamrup (with headquarters at 

Guwahati), Darrang (with headquarters at Mangaldoi), and Nagaon (with 

headquarters at Nagaon).98 

Thus, the old Ahom system of a Lower, Central and Upper Assam was 

replaced by centralised system divided into Districts, administered by 

Commissioners. In this new system, the old Ahom aristocracy, due to their lack 

of qualification, played no role at all. They found themselves totally foreign to 

the new system. 

The occupation of the whole of the Brahmaputra valley necessiated proper 

arrangements for administration. As early as 1834, the office of the 

Commissioner and Agent to the Governor-general for Assam and North-East of 

Rangpur was created under Captain Jenkins. In 1839, the office of the Deputy 

Commissioner was created vested with the authority of a District and Sessions 

judge. In each district, the Commissioner assisted by a Principal Assistant had 

the functions of a civil judge, Superintendent of police, an executive engineer, 

an education officer and also of the Post Master in addition to normal duties. 

The Principal Assistant also had to deal with the border problems. 99 
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In 1853, the Brahmaputra valley, was administered by a Commissioner and 

a Deputy Commissioner, both stationed at Guwahati, a Principal Assistant each 

in charge of the six districts, three Junior Assistants and eight Sub-Assistants. 

Four of the Sub-Assistants were stationed at the out-lying sub-divisions of 

Barpeta, Tezpur, North Lakhimpur and Golaghat. 100 

In 1861, there was a change in the designation of officers serving under 

the Commissioner. The Deputy Commissioner with the powers of a District and 
.,-

Sessions judge came to be known as the Judicial Commissioner, the Principal 

Assistant became Deputy Commissioner, the junior Assistants, Assistants 

Commissioners, and the Sub-Assistants, Extra-Assistant Commissioner.101 In 

1872, the separate establishments of Sadar Amins andMunsifs were abolished, 

when some of these officers were made extra-Assistant Commissioners, and 

the offices of the ordinary district staff were invested with civil powers. The 

Deputy Commissioners became sub-judges, and the assistant and extra-Assistant 

Commissioners were invested with the powers of a Munsif. 102 These changes 

marked a change towards a totally colonial system of administration in which 

the old order had no role to play. 

The inconvenience of governing Assam as an appendage of the province of 

Bengal had long been recognised. After due deliberations, by a Proclamation on 

the 6th of February 1874, the province of Assam was entrusted to a Chief 

Commissioner, under immediate authority and control of the Governor-General

in-Council. Colonel R.H. Keatinge assumed charge as the 1st Chief 

Commissioner on 7th February 1874. 103 By resolution of the Government of 

India dated the 12th May and 18th December, 187 4, the new administration was 

provided with a separate staff of Deputy and Assitant Commissioners and other 

174 



revenue and judicial officers. The six districts of Goal para, Kamrup, Darrang, 

Nowgong, Sibasagar, Lakhimpur, including the Surma valley, the hill districts of 

Khasi, Naga and Garos, were under the Chief Commissioner. Since then the 

term Assam, originally applied to the tract of country ruled by Ahoms, was 

subsequently used with reference to the area under the control of the Chief 

Commissioner. 104 

The formation of the Chief Commissionership led to marked improvements 

in the administration of the province. The Chief Commissioner was to be assisted 

by a Secretary. A Secretariat was constituted with thirty-three officers in 1874, 

and increased to 61 in 1904, and following the constitution of the enlarged 

province of Eastern Bengal and Assam to 95. 105 The Secretariat with its 

headquarters at Shillong, was managed by a Chief Secretary, and two Secretaries, 

the chief being in charge of appointment, judicial and finance departments. 

In 1886, the covenanted and uncovenanted civil service was abolished, and 

the administrative staff was divided into three branches; Indian Civil Service, 

Provincial Civil Service, and Subordinate Civil Service. The members of the 

Assam Commission totalled in 1900 to forty one. 

The unit of administration was the district, under a Deputy Commissioner, 

assisted by Assistant Commissioner and Extra-Assistant Commissioners. In 

Assam, the sub-division was also important, in-charge of Assistant 

Commissioners or Extra-Assistant Commissioners. Each sub-division was 

divided into mouzas, under aMouzadar, who acted as an executant of the orders 

of the Deputy Commissioner. In cachar, the fiscal and executive officers were 

known as Tahsildars. 106 
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In the judiciary, supervision of the administration of justice was left to the 

High Court of the Fort William in Bengal. In Assam proper, the District and 

Sessions judge at Guwahati continued to hold sessions at various districts when 

required. The Deputy Commissioner had civil powers of subordinate judges, 

and under the criminal procedure code of trying offences not punishable with 

death, the Assistant and Extra-Assistant Commissioner, had ordinary powers of 

a magistrate, and civil powers of a Munsiff. 107 

Various administrative departments were also established. In 1882, the 

public works department was established followed by departments of medical, 

education and agriculture. All these were under officials appointed by the 

colonial rulers. 108 These administrative developments were a change towards a 

modern system, in which the old order did not have any part. 

Thus, the introduction of the British administrative policies in lieu of the 

traditional Ahom system was the beginnings of a change towards modernization. 

It was also the gradual breakdown of the old order. By the end of the 19th century 

the new British system was firmly entrenched in the region of the Brahmaputra 

valley. The old Ahom officials and nobility became redundant in the new system 

which was unfamiliar to them. With their incompetence the earlier officials 

were soon overthrown, which in tum brought an end to the entire socio-economic 

system. Having neither expertise nor wealth, to fmd a footing in the new system, 

the Ahom aristocracy was a spent force in the colonial set-up of Assam. 
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CHAPTE~VI 



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 
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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 

186 



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. 
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"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 

205 



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 
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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 
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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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CHAPTER VII 



CHAPTER VII 

ECONOMIC CHANGES UNDER THE BRITISH 

With the advent of the British into the province a new administrative system 

was imposed suddenly on a structure that was considered medieval by historical 

standards. This new administrative system was suitable for a more developed 

economy, which accompanied the introduction of the colonial rule into the 

province. Far-reaching changes in the production organisation -both in the 

agricultural and industrial sectors, culminated in the destruction of the pre

colonial economy of Assam. 

Land Revenue Settlement And Their Effects 

Given the policies and perspectives of British colonization the prevailing 

mode of revenue collection and property structure had to be changed. 1 Although 

in Upper Assam, the khel organisation was retained, the liability of the paiks to 

render personal service was abolished. Each paik was now to pay rupees three 

per head, but was allowed to have two puras of arable land besides garden lands 

as before. The-tax was collected by the officers of each Khel such as- Hazarikas, 

Saikias and Boras, under Janardan Barbarua, in charge of the revenue department. 2 

In this way the very basis of the old Ahom system was demolished. 

In Lower Assam, in 1824- 25, the settlement of26 parganas were made 

with the Choudhuries, on the basis of records of a survey made in the mid

eighteenth century. They were not allowed to have any claim to property in the 
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soil or to produce, and were liable to be removed at the pleasure of the 

government. In this way, they became rootless. They enjoyed assignment of rent

free lands called manmati, and the service of a number of paiks so long they 

were in office. Their subordinate officers like Patwaris (accountants) and 

Thakurias (subordinate collectors), were also remunerated by rent-free grants. 3 

Soon earlier survey records were considered old and inadequate, and fresh 

measurements were undertaken by local surveyors, under an English officer 

named M. Mathews. Similar surveys were undertaken in Upper Assam. 4 This 
' 

was another step towards the demolition of the old revenue system 

In Central Assam, Nagaon and Raha, now constituted into a separate fiscal 

unit was placed in 1824 - 25 in charge of two farmers of revenue On the north 

bank, Raja ofDarrang agreed to pay a revenue ofRs. 42,000 and to supply 1500 

paiks. 5 Voluntary payment was received from the Chiefs of Beltola, Naduar, 

Demorua, Rani, since good behaviour was considered politically more valuable 

than primary gain. 6 In this way, collection of cash became the principle of British 

revenue policy. 

The kharikatana or poll tax levied by the Burmese in Kamrup, was revived 

and extended to N agaon and Darrang, equalising the burden of taxation on all 

classes. It took different forms in different areas, and varied in value. In Kamrup 

it was levied on the number of ploughs, at Re. 1 per plough; in Nagaon it was a 

capitation tax at Re. 1 per head; in Darrang it was levied on the number of charoos 

or mess-pots in each household, varying from eight annas to a rupee. Professional 

tax on braziers, silk weavers, gold washers, fisherman etc. varying from khel to 

khel was levied as under the former government. 7 Similarly, tolls on hats, ghats, 

and fisheries continued. The vast areas of rent free land known as devottar, 
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dharmottar and brahmottar, were assessed at the rate of half of the arable land. 8 

However, the receipts of revenue, specially in Lower Assam was not 

unsatisfactory. 9 To augment the low collection, other sources of revenue were 

tapped. Paiks were given a further assignment of three puras asjuniamati at a 

low rate of seven annas (juniadhan) a pura; the remaining were allocated to 

the Chaudhuri to dispose off by another assessment. The kharikatana tax was 

extended to all classes, including slaves and bondsman. The tax levied was Re. 

11- on persons working on one plough, Rs. 2/- on two ploughs and Rs. 3/- on 

persons working on more than two plough. The tax on dharmottar, brahmottar 

and nankar grants, originally, an emergency cess, was continued to be levied, in 

order to "appropriate the entire sum to the purpose of public utility" such as 

education and public works. 1° Finally, to meet the expenses of mofussi/ police 

and other contingencies, a barangani (extra cess) from six to eight annas a 

rupee on the gross collection was levied. 11 

In Central and Upper Assam, settlements were made without consideration 

of the actual resources of the country. Innumerable extra cesses were levied as 

in Lower Assam, when even the stipulated revenue could not be realised. The 

abrupt change from a demand of revenue in kind to an exaction in cash, and the 

introduction of money as a medium of exchange, without a substantial increase 

in the existing currency, thus fell crushingly on the ryots, many of whom deserted 

to the adjoining hills. 12 Thus the demands of a monetised economy and the 

organisation of the semi-tribal order could not go hand in hand. 

T.C. Robertson, after assuming office in 1832 took urgeat measures as a 

remedy. All additional imposts and the barangani was abolished and collection 
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of arrears in several parganas were held in abeyance. Assessment ofland and a 

land tax in lieu of poll-tax was introduced,13 varying between one rupees and six 

annas in Kamrup, one rupee eight annas and four annas in Darrang, one rupee 

and eight annas per hearth in Darrang, and one rupee per head in Nagaon. 14 

In early 1833, the khel system was replaced by a settlement of villages in 

Desh Darrang, Cachari Mahal of Now gong and Barnagar of the six parganas 

since transferred to Goalpara. 15 To protect the cultivators against the extortion 

of the revenue officers, the latter were asked to furnish returns indicating the 

names of the ryots, quality and quantity of land cultivated, and the number of 

hearths and homes assessed. Pattas (title deeds) were issued under the seal and 

signature of the Collector, specifying therein the amount to be paid by each 

ryot. Settlements were thus made directly with the ryots, and the revenue 

officials were remunerated by a commission varying between 7 and 15 percent 

of the gross collection of revenue. 16 A similar policy was adopted in Kamrup. 

In 1834- 35, the parganas were remodelled, 17 and settlements were made with 

the ryots through the agency of the Chaudhuri, assisted by Patwaris, Thakuria 

and Gaon Kakatis. 18 The districts were also divided into mahals and resettled 

annually until 1835. 19 

The government wanted that reorganisation should be extended to the 

remaining divisions. 20 Still the revenue measures were not uniform nor equitably 

distributed. 21 Beneficial result was claimed by the government. In the six 

parganas of Kamrup the deserting ryots returned to their villages and revenues 

were collected with the ease and regularity. In 1832-3, revenue of Lower Assam 

stood at 1,83,196, in 1833-4- Rs. 2,27,128 and in 1837-8 rose to 4,03,968. 

The revenues of Upper Assam showed an increase from Rs. 1,15,573 in 1832-
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33 toRs. 1,90,610, in 1842- 43 and Rs. 4,98, 759 in 1842- 43. 

Even after the restoration of Purandar Singha in April 1833, the reform 

measures continued in Upper Assam. Purandar Singha attempted a compromise 

between the old Ahom system and the British system. The khel system continued, 

but was reorganised and the paiks had to pay a capitation tax for their two puras 

of arable land. The khel officers were paid in addition to remuneration also the 

service of the paiks. Some control was however exercised by insistence on 

regular residence, as well as regular payment of government dues, and also to 

issue receipts on collection. 22 To encourage agriculture and industry, jungle lands 

were assigned rent-free for a period of two years. To benefit producers in the 

remote areas, the kheldars were allowed to take the articles in lieu of cash. 

Further the Assam Company was granted extensive land for tea cultivation in 

the Gabharu Hills. For the promotion of Commerce, custom chokeys were 

abolished on the Brahmaputra. 23 The Raja hoped his subjects would benefit from 

these economic measures. 

As against this expectation, Purandar Singha's attempts at reforming the 

socio-economic order, affected the vested interests of the high order. The 

Mouzadari settlement24 which was gradually introduced, reduced the number 

of the revenue charges and many former officials were out of employment. 25 

Requirement of educational qualifications on the part of Kheldars also closed 

the door upon those who could neither read or write. Thus the nobles who had 

expected a restoration of the privileges of employment with the installation of 

the Raja, found all avenues of employment closing up. These nobles already 

inimical to his succession now became hostile towards the new order. 
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Further, Purandar Singha had gradually fallen in arrears with his tribute 

payments to the government. 26 The visitation of cholera and famine in Upper 

Assam, and abolition of capitation, hearth and house tax in Lower and Central 

Assam in March 1836, led to an exodus of fisherman, braziers, weavers, potters 

etc. from Raja's dominion to the adjacent British territories. This adversely 

affected the former's exchequer. 27 

The Company's Government now decided on reassessment, to secure the 

maximum returns throughout the province. Earlier in 1836 - 3 7 Kamrup had as 

many as six classifications ofland for assessment and Central Assam had only 

two, viz. rupit and other lands. By 1837- 38, these were reduced to four and 

then two, as different rates on different classifications led to harrassment. 28 

In 183 8, after annexation of Upper Assam land tax was introduced in 

Lakhimpur and Sibsagar, but it was unequal for sometime. Inspite of this, the 

assessment oflands were raised in Lakhimpur and Sibsagar, in different categories 

of land, in 1842- 3. In 1844- 5 the assessment of bari lands in Kamrup were 

raised to equalise it with thefaringati and finally toRe. 1 in 1848- 49, to bring 

it at par with all non-rupit lands. In 1849- 50 the assessment ofnon-rupit lands 

in Darrang was increased from 12- 14 annas. 29 By 1852, annual settlements 

were reverted to and lands were divided into, (I) basti or bari-homestead, (2) 

rupit or low-rice land, and (3) faringati or high lands. The rates however 

differed, the highest in Kamrup at 6 annas and an equal rate of 4 annas for all 

other classes. This remained unchanged tilll870. 30 

However, in 1859, in another attempt the rates of non-rupit lands were 

raised in all districts save Kamrup; in Nowgong and Darrang, it was raised from 
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twelve annas to Rs. 1.2 and in Sibsagar and Lakhimpur from fourteen annas to 

Re. l. 31 Yet, again in 1865, Hemy Hopkinson, who succeeded Jenkins proposed 

an increase in the land tax. This was mainly for two reasons : Firstly, to equalise 

the burden in all districts, and secondly, to prevent the migration of the ryots 

from a heavily assessed district to a lower one. As, with the development of the 

tea industry, a situation had arrived when a :ryot earned more by selling his produce 

in the local market than his counterpart in Bengal. 32 Thus with the approval of 

the Government, from 1868 - 69 the rate of non-rupit lands were raised from 

25 to 50 percent in almost all the districts. 33 

After 1867, the Government made settlements with the ryots for all 

occupied and wastelands. A district was divided into mouzas under aMouzadar, 

each mouza being subdivided into village tracts of not less than 200 houses 

under a mandai, on a monthly salary of Rs. 6. 34 The Mouzadar collected the 

revenue receiving a commission of 10 to 15 percent on the total collection. 

The Mouzadar also increased in status acquiring the social position and influence 

held earlier by the officers and nobles under the Ahom rule. 

By 1870, the Assam settlement rules were codified. Settlements were made 

for a term of ten years, and enabled a :ryot to transfer his lands on condition that 

it was registered at the District Collectors Office.35 There was no alteration of 

assessment for the next twenty years. But, in 1883 other changes in settlement 

rulers were introduced regularising the decennial settlement. During 1883 - 93 

the cadestral survey operation was made in several districts of Upper Assam. 

This was followed by the Assam Land and Revenue Regulation I, which came 

into force on the 1st of July 1886, in the plains districts of the Brahmaputra 

valley, and also in Sylhet and Cachar. Under these rules, persons holding land 
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for a period of ten years with regular payment of revenue, before the 

commencement of the regulations, was made eligible to acquire the status of a 

land holder in respect of the land. The rights of the land-holder were declared 

permanent, heritable and transferable of use and occupancy, subject to the 

payment of all revenue, taxes and cesses from time to time, with a further right 

of relinquishing at any time the land under his occupation. 36 These rules, in the 

opinion of Gait, gave a complete legal basis to the whole system ofland revenue 

administration and procedure in the plains districts of the province.37 At the 
"C 

same time it introduced the concept of a land-holder with landed rights, which 

had not existed so far in the agricultural economy of Assam. Earlier with the 

king as the owner and distributor of all land, land rights were neither hereditary, 

nor permanent, or saleable. 

The changes introduced in the land revenue settlement of Assam were not 

only an innovation but also a wide departure from the system in vogue under the 

Ahoms. The abolition of the khe/ and the paik system brought to a final end the 

old socio-economic order. Its demise was further hastened by cash payments 

and collections, thus signifying the introduction of a cash-oriented monetised 

system. This marked the beginning of a crisis in money-short economy. 

Moreover, the prime interest of the British was the extraction of the maximum 

revenue possible. The experiment of the Ahom monarchy with the same hope of 

a large revenue, without the burden of administration had too many failings to 

have any hope of success. With its failure, and the establishment of British rule 

over the entire province, the colonial system of exactions and maximization of 

land revenue followed. Assam was drawn more into the vortex of the British 

Indian system. 
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Waste Land Grants 

The British policy of maximising the land revenue, was soon followed by 

the maximum utilisation of land. They had their eyes on the vast tracts of land 

lying waste when the British took possession in 1826.38 The British authorities 

considered from the very beginning, the prospects of bringing such land under 

tillage "to improve the revenues of the government and improve the resources 

of the people". The earliest plan of granting waste lands on a generous basis was 

envisaged as early as 1827 by David Scott, but was found wanting due to the 

requirement of making a security deposit equivalent to two years revenue. 39 To 

remedy that, Robertson allowed land grants rent free for three years, following 

it with a graduated system of taxation for every three years until the tenth year, 

when at least three-fourths of the area was to be assessed at full rates. Failure to 

bring the land under cultivation led to the land being resumed. These rules did 

not allow any improvements or any permanent projects because of the short 

duration, and thus, led to the land being abandoned at the time of assessment or 

shifting of occupants from place to place. 40 

The Waste Land Grants Rules of 6th March 1838, (known as the 45 years 

lease rules) related to Assam proper provided for the grant to the extent of not 

less than 100 acres, or greater than 10,000 acres, to be brought under cultivation 

by the expiration of the fifth year on the failure of which the grant was liable to 

resumption. One fourth of the grant was to be held revenue free in perpetuity. 

On the remaining 3/4th, no revenue was to be assessed for the first five years if 

under reeds and high grass, and twenty if under forest. On expiry of the term, 

revenue was to be assessed at 9 annas per acre for the next three years, after 

which for the next twenty two years, the rate was Re 1-2 an acre. 41 
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Large quantities of waste lands still existing led to the old Assam Rules of 

October 1854 (also known as 99 years lease rules) under which, no grant was to 

be less than 500 acres in extent, and one-fourth of the grant was exempted from 

assessment; the remaining three-fourth were to be granted rent-free for a period 

of twenty years, assessed thereafter at a graduated rate of one anna and half to 

six annas per acre till the ninety ninth year, after which the grant was subject to 

re-survey and settlement. One-eighth of the grant was to be brought under 

cultivation in five years, one-fourth in ten years, one half in twenty years and 

three-fourths at the expiry of the thirtieth year, on the failure of which the entire 

grant was liable to resumption. 42 

These liberal concessions stimulated a land rush in Assam, and also in the 

districts of Cachar and Sylhet. 43 To facilitate the land-grabbing, the government 

introduced in 1861 the Fee-Simple Rules under which land was sold at rates 

ranging Rs. 2 - 8 to Rs. 5 per acre, with no clearance conditions attached. Leases 

under the former rules were made commutable to fee-simple at 20 yrs purchase 

payable at the time of commutation. Fresh rules were issued in 1862, under 

which lots were put up for auction, and grants to be limited, except under special 

circumstances to an area of 3000 acres. These were revised in Feb. 1874. In 

18 7 6, new rules were issued under which the sale of fee-simple land was stopped 

and a new system of 30 years leases on liberal terms were introduced. 44 The 

total number of grants rose from 115 in 1861 - 62 to 182 in 1862 - 63 and 

further shot up to 418 in 1867- 68. 45 

The British policy of granting waste lands, on liberal terms was to facilitate 

the land-grabbing Europeans who were stimulated by the newly developing tea 

industry. Yet, this was again a novelty in Assam's economy, where a paik in 
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addition to the 2 puras of arable land and the other categories of rent-free land, 

could get as much land as he could manage on a nominal payment, subject to the 

condition that it was not required by the state. In this new system, the peasants 

were cut out, and the benefit was reaped by the Government and the rich planters. 

The traditional agricultural economy was demolished and the commercial 

economy with European capital began to make a headway. 

Commercialization of Agriculture 

As the colonial government was more interested to collect monetary gain, 

every attempt was made to change the agricultural economy, and increase the 

paying capacity of the people, by giving them a commercial and industrial bias. 

They therefore encouraged the cultivation of commercial crops and endeavoured 

to create a class of speculators, local and foreign to exploit the natural resources 

of the province. 46 As early as 1830 David Scott proposed a project of a mulberry 

farm, with improved techniques and technicians imported from Bengal. 47 In 1836, 

Jenkins wanted to convert large bari lands, the "wastes and haunts of wild beasts 

into fruitful fields of sugarcane, mustard, mulberry, lac, tobacco and vegetables". 

Jenkins was of the opinion that "when the people will fmd that they will have to 

pay for them ( bari land, hitherto tax-free), they will consider to what advantage 

they can tum them" .48 The export returns of 1852- 53 exhibited the increased 

production of commodities like mustard, silk, lac and new cash crops like jute 

and tea which were exported to the Presidency. 49 

A scheme for settling Englishmen of capital in the waste lands was taken 

up.50 This was done to attract a class of European planters along with their capital 

who would produce sugarcane, indigo and such other plantation crops. 51 
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Tea Cultivation 

The growth and development of the tea industry added a new dimension to 

the economic changes introduced into the region as a result of British policies. 

Tea indigenous to the North-eastern parts of India, was discovered as early as 

1823, by Robert Bruce, a Scott adventurer, who made agreements with the Singho 

Chief, Beesa Gaum, for a supply of tea seeds and plants. At his premature death 

in 1824, the information was taken up by his younger brother, Charles Alexander 

Bruce, who came to Assam with the Bu~ese invasion. 52 Rightfully called the 

'Father of Indian Tea Industry, he was not only responsible for communicating 

the existence of the indigenous tea plants to the British, but was also instrumental 

in guiding the destiny of the fledgeling industry during the formative years. A 

consignment of the tea seed and plants collected from the Singpho chiefs, was 

sent to Dr. N. Wallich Superintendent of the Calcutta Botanical Gardens. In 

183 3, 53 with the end of the East India Company's monopoly of the Chinese Trade, 

Lord William Bentinck, took up the subject of the cultivation of tea, in 

earnestness. 54 The appointment ofthe Tea-Committee in 1834 and the despatch 

of Mr. Gordon to China to procure plants, seeds and Chinamen (labourers) to 

commence tea cultivation, were positive steps in the right direction. This was 

followed by a scientific mission under Dr. N. Wallich, J. McClelland, a geologist 

and W. Griffith, a botanist, to Sadiya in 1835 for scientific research, initiated 

by Jenkins report on the existence of the tea plant from Sadiya and Bee sa to the 

Chinese frontier province of Yunnan. 55 

Thus, experiments at cultivation of tea were made when the Government 

brought the tea forests in the territory of Singphos, Muttock and Gabharu Hills 

in Upper Assam under its control. The early operations at Sadiya and Jaypur 
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were found "to be equally good with that of China", 56 thus removing doubts that 

hitherto existed, and strengthened the belief that a fair and mercantile article' 

might be obtained from the indigenous plant. 57 It also began the onslaught of the 

government on the vast tracts of available land, for setting up experimental tea 

plantations - at Chabua, Dinjoy, Chota-Tengri, and Hukanpukuri. This also marked 

the beginning of a change in the traditional agricultural economy of Assam. 

Commercial prospects brightened, and in turn encouraged European 

speculators and Indian capitalists to form associations and float companies. The 

Bengal Tea Association in 1838, and a joint stock company in London was 

followed by the Assam Company in 1838 on a capital of £500,000 in 100,000 

of 50£ each. 58 From 1840 when the East India Company handed over their 

plantations except Chabua and Din joy, to 1859, when the Jorehaut Tea Company 

was formed, the Assam Company dominated the tea industry in Assam. Taking 

advantage of the Wasteland Rules of 1838, the Company leased tracts of jungle 

lands containing tea bushes on a twenty years rent-free occupation. Under Bruce 

and J. W. Masters, in charge of Northern and Southern divisions respectively, 

gardens were established at Kahung, Tipam, Nowholea, Jogando and Ningro59 

and in Gabharu Hills in Sibsagar and Nazira on the bank of the Dikhow. The total 

acreage under tea plants, increased from 2, 3 11 acres in 1841 to about 8, 000 

acres by 1859; and the output from 29,267lbs. to more than 1.2 million lbs. In 

1853, a dividend of 3 percent was declared for the share holders and, when 

under the wasteland rules of 1854, the Company expanded its 

operations. 60 It extended to Singri Parvat in the North and to Barsanga and 

Gangurpar in Cachar in 1855.61 In 1858 the Dividend rose to nine percent.62 In 

1859 the Jorehaut Tea Company was incorporated with a capital £60,000 which 

was used in buying Cinnemara, Oating, Kaliabar and Numaligarh from private 
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planters Williamsons. These gardens yielded 1,56,400 lbs. of tea in 1859, and 
& 

the Company dividends increased from 5 percent in 1860 to 36 percent in 1863.63 

Thus, during 1858 - 59 of 59,860 acres occupied, 7,599 acres were under 

cultivation of which the Assam Company held 3381 acres producing 693,249 

lbs. of tea in 18 factories. In 1860, the Jorehaut Tea Company held 716 acres 

yielding 118,946lbs. and in 1865, it rose to 1,931 with a yield of327,050 lbs. 

of tea. 64 The other companies in the field were the East India Company, Lower 

Assam Tea Company, the annual production from Assam rising to 1,250,000 

lbs.65 

Earlier, the 1850s also witnessed the development of gardens owned by 

private planters. The first in the list was James Warren in 1850.66 He was followed 

by Lieutenant-Colonel F.S. Hannay, who opened gardens at Dibrugarh in 

1850-51 and Chawlkhowa, Mothola and Bojalani in 1857.67 The Maijan Company 

opened estates in Lakhimpur District. 68 The biggest effort came from 

Williamsons of the Assam Company, who acquired a lease of seven hundred and 

twenty acres ofland at Cinnemara and also purchased other private properties. 

By 1859 there were fifty-one gardens under private concerns- ten in Lakhimpur, 

fifteen in Sibsagar, three in Darrang and the remainder in Kamrup and Nowgong.69 

The unprecedented success of the tea industry in its early part, has also 

been attributed to the government policies of granting land to the planter. The 

wasteland rules tempted the planters to acquire more than required land. This 

had a dual benefit, firstly as the wastelands provided them with much more 

resources than what land as a factor of production generally denotes, containing 

materials including timber, and secondly, labourers could be settled as tenants 

on the surplus lands of the plantations, providing a bait to allure land-hungry 
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tribal peasants from famine stricken areas outside Assam. The policy also kept 

the prospective competitor from the neighbourhood. By 1870- 71 about 0.7 

million acres of land was settled with the planters but the actual area under tea 

was only 56,000 acres- 8o/o thereof. 70 

Tea cultivation soon turned into a mania. Speculations brought into being 

companies with or without tea lands, overnight; shares rose to fantastic heights, 

lands were cleared without any considerations as to their suitability and 

availability of labour; and highly placed civil servants threw up their posts to 

become planters. 71 During 1862 - 63 in Cachar alone application for tea lands 

rose to 558,078 acres. 72 Ill-considered speculations, grants of lands by the 

government without restraint; shortage of labour, lack of experience regarding 

cultivation and manufacture, food shortage and the burden of supplying food 

stuffs at concessional rates 73 led to the crash in 1866 - 7. Many speculators 

sold off their estates. 

By 1869, however the tide turned. "Dividends, although small were again 

heard of. The quality of manufactured tea had greatly improved, and the prices 

obtained both in the Calcutta market and at home were fully remunerative". By 

1892- 93, the industry was in a better and safer position; the existing gardens 

were well filled with plant, highly cultivated and carefully managed. 74 With the 

introduction oflabour saving machinery, improved methods of cultivation and 

economic working, reduced cost of production, and consequent increase in 

profitability, the position of the industry in general was then assured than a decade 

ago.7s 

Yet, the growth and development of the tea industry, though a major attempt 
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at the commercialisation of Assam's agriculture, was more for the benefit of 

Britain than for Assam. Assam was soon transformed into an exporting house 

for the tea-drinking Britons. Tea became the single major factor in triggering of 

a large number of changes in the regions economy . Ancilliary industries like 

coal, which was essential began to develop. Since tea had to be exported, and the 

existing system of communication was found wanting, steamers and railways 

began to develop. The requirement of labour also encouraged immigration 

facilitated by the developments in communication.But with a decline in rice 

production, it slowly turned a province of plenty into one of scarcity. In these 

developments however the indigenous Assamese population had very little or 

no share at all. They remained in the periphery. 

Other Crops 

After the success of tea, the British began to look for other crops, that 

could become commercially viable. Their eyes fell on silk, cotton, jute and 

other such crops. In the Brahmaputra Valley, silk which was extensively cultivated, 

had been an important article of commerce. Of the three varieties pat or white 

silk (fed on the mulberry tree) was costlier than either muga (fed on Som tree) 

or eri (fed on the Castor oil plant). 

Attempts at developing silk on a commercial basis was made by David Scott 

as early as 1830, as it seemed suitable to the material well being of the people, 

but his proposals did not receive support from the government. 76 Other 

experiments of rearing silk on a commercial basis also failed. The failure of the 

government enterprise however, did not deter others. The Marwaris who had 

entered the trade scenario of Assam made advances to cultivators, when revenue 
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was due and took repayment in thread or cloth which were retailed in markets 

and fairs for articles of daily use from outside. 77 The price of silk however 

remained high. in 1880s white silk cost Rs. 16 toRs. 24 a seer for thread and 

Rs. 3 to Rs. 3 - 8 per square yard of cloth. 78 The cost of muga thread which was 

Rs. 3 - 8 in 183 7, rose to Rs. 5 at the close of the century. 79 The trade and the 

market of eri silk, also did not present a very encouraging picture. From the 

total produce estimated by H.Z. Darrah in 1885, which stood at 35 maunds in 

Kamrup, 242 in Darrang and 205 in Nagaon, it can be concluded that eri did not 
' 

have a large market or regular trade. 80 By the end of the century the discovery of 

new machinery increased the demand, as was evident from the rise in prices 

from Rs. 50 - 60 a maund in 1884, toRs. 100 in 1890; the better and whiter 

variety costing upto Rs. 130. Assam Silk, however remained an important item 

of trade. Britian also had an ever increasing demand for the silk. 

Besides silk, cotton was cultivated in the hilly portions of Bijni and Sidli 

Parganahs in Goal para, in Cachar and the slopes of the Khasi and Garo Hills. In 

Cachar it was cultivated mainly for export, while the Khasi, Syntengs and the 

Lotha and Rengma Nagas brought cotton down to the hats ofNagaon, Sibsagar 

and Kamrup. Since cotton cultivation was scattered and quite insignificant in 

the Brahmaputra Valley, it was difficult to ascertain the total outtum per acre. 

However, Darrah has made an estimate of the yields of cleaned cotton which 

stood at 160 lbs in Cachar, 3 78 to 450 lbs. in Goal para and 202 lbs. in the Garo 

Hills, with an accurate estimate of 150 lbs. per acre in the entire province. 81 

Cotton weaving remained a household occupation, the main weaving centres 

being Sualkuchi, Kamarkuchi, Laskapara and Barpeta in Kamrup. Cotton however 

could not become commercially viable, as there was drastic reduction of exports 
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from 7,000 maunds valued at 35,000 rupees in 1808-9 to the total exports of 

cotton from Kamrup at 300 maunds only, in 1876 as per Hunter's statistics. 

While during the same period Kamrup and Darrang imported European and native 

cotton manufacturers valued at about Rs. 6,800. 82 Homespun cotton cloth was 

brought by the Marwari traders, to be sold out of the province. 

Another commercial crop which increased in production since the 1880s 

was Jute. Since jute can be grown in the ahu rice lands as well, cultivation more 

or less extended to all the plains districts of the province, as well as the plains 

of the Garo Hills. In the districts of Goal para and Sylhet, adjoining the jute 

growing areas of Bengal, it was produced on a commercial scale for exports. 

Table II : The export of jute from Assam as shown in the River-Borne Trade 

/Year Brahmaputra Valley Surma Valley Total 

1880- 1 59,249 9,787 69,036 

1889- 0 225,742 15,480 241,222 
-

1893 - 4 324,911 17,964 342,875 

1896- 7 348,332 49,837 398,169 

From the above table it is apparent that Jute had by 1986 - 7 become an 

important item of export. Since the 1890s, cultivation expanded in the western 

portions of Goalpara, adjacent to North Bengal, while in Kamrup it was at a 

minimum. The government first under B.C. Basu and later under Monahan 

proposed schemes for its improvement but was reluctant to take the entire burden 

and left it to private entrepreneurs. 84 With the increase in exports, as evident, 

jute although confined to Goal para, was made a cash crop. 
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The Indian Rubber obtained from the Rubber Trees (Ficuss Elastica) 

growing wild in Assam was noticed as early as 1810, by Roxburgh, and later by 

Royle in 1840. It was stated that the Assam trees yielded a return of about Rs. 

30 every 3 years or Rs. 10, a year. 85 To start an experimental rubber plantation in 

Kamrup,the first annual lease was made to C.F. Bruce ofTezpur in 1863. The 

industry developed fast and 10,743 maunds were extracted in 1877- 8. In 1879, 

govt. owned Rubber forests were auctioned to the highest bidder. 86 The tapping 

of rubber was destructive and no stringent rule was passed to prevent the 

destruction of natural rubber trees. Although a uniform royalty was introduced 

in 1891 - 2 it did not amount too much. The government thus tried to make it a 

profitable cash crop. 

Mustard seed and lac were two other crops which were in great demand as 

items of export as mentioned by Welsh in 1794 and later Hamilton in his Account 

in 1808-9. Till 1879, a major part of seed was exported to Bengal. In 1852, the 

total quantity exported was 400,000 maunds valued at Rs. 824,000. 87 Towards 

the close of the century, there was a fall in exports, attributed partly to the 

earthquake of 1897, which affected low lying areas ofNagaon and Goalpara, 

and partly to the establishment of a number of oil-mills in western Assam and 

influx of Te/ias or oil-pressers in towns and villagers of Upper Assam. Lac grown 

extensively in Kamrup and parts of the Khasi and Jyantia hills, an important 

item of export since 1808 - 9, 88 in 185 2 the total quantity exported was 7, 000 

maunds, valued at Rs. 36,7 50 at an average price of Rs. 5. 25 per maund. 89 

Potatoes and oranges, grown in the Khasi hills were articles of considerable 

traffic. Potato introduced by David Scott in 1830, was firmly established as a 

new garden crop by 1840, and was exported to Bengal. Oranges which grew 
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abundantly in the hills bordering Sylhet, was also exported totalling at 74,000 

maunds in 1901 - 2, 90 after a temporary set back in 1897. 

Despite these attempts, neither cotton nor silk nor jute, rubber or other 

such crops could make much of a headway like tea. They hardly made any 

noticeable difference to the economy. This may be attributed to the near lack of 

government interest as compared to tea. Even the indigenous population did not 

benefit much from these infant industries. 

Minerals and Industrial development 

From agriculture the British turned to unearthing the rich mineral resources 

of the province. The immediate consequence of these adventures was the decline 

of the indigenous mineral industries like brine, iron and gold. 

Decline of Indigenous Industries 

Innumerable brine springs had been reported by C.A. Bruce, at Borhat and 

Namsanghat, along the slopes of the Naga Hills and south-east ofSibsagar, from 

which salt was extracted during the Ahom rule until the reign of King Purandar 

Singha (1833 - 8).91 Even after the resumption of Upper Assam, T. Brodie, 

Political Assistant, Sibsagar, tried to maintain an establishment at Borhat, but 

due to a fall in revenue in 1839 - 41 it was abolished. Jenkins reported the 

existence of brine springs on the banks of the Dhansiri. Springs also existed at 

Saraspur, and Bhuban hills, in Cachar, and those in the Hailakandi valley, Bansbari 

and Chandipur, down to the early decades of the nineteenth century. However 

the competition with the foreign salt resulted in the closure of the salt-brines.92 
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The local salt industry thus died down. 

Similarly gold-washing which was a well-known industry as testified by 

Shihabuddin Talish (1662- 63), Capt. T. Welsh (1792- 94) and J.P. Wade also 

could not thrive under the colonial regime. Extraction of gold dust from the 

sands of many rivers of Assam was an indigenous industry in the Ahom days 

when the Sonowa/s and Bihias, experts on the profession were engaged. lt 

Hamilton, reported a yield of 15,000 to/as from a "mine" at Pakerguri, and 

Matthie reported that 25 clans of Sonowals raised 2 Y2 to/as each annually. It 

can be concluded that the total output was considerable. The robbing of the 

Sonowals by the tax-collectors following the Burmese invasions, and the decline 

of their former consumers, and introduction of farming to the highest bidder 

after British occupation, hit the Sonowals hard and they abandoned their 

profession. In 1838, the Collector ofDarrang found only a few at Balipara, and 

in 1879 Hunter records the number of gold washers in North-Lakhimpur at 150 

persons. 93 At the close of the century, gold washing dwindled, and the lease was 

sold at Rs. 5 or Rs. 6 a year. 

Iron extracted locally, was found in the Khasi and Jayantia hills and in Naga 

hills. The British found it unprofitable, but with the importation of the superior 

and cheaper varieties,iron extraction came to a close. Limestones were found 

in the Garo, Khasi and Jayantia hills, and also in Sylhet. The quarries were thrown 

open to the public, but a decline in the trade and fall in the revenue led in 1889, to 

the closure of the smaller quarries, the principal ones at Sobjar, Borpunj, Shella, 

Longrin and Nongstein were kept open under lease system. The revenues rose 

from 13,580 in 1889-90 to 17,686 in 1890- 1,94 but were not developed much 

by the British. 
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Rise of New Industry 

The decline in the indigenous industries was followed by the development 

of other new industries like coal, and mineral oil. 

Coal 

The existence of coal in Assam was known since the early times. In April 

1825, Lieutenant Wilcox noticed coal-beds near Borhat, on the Burhidihing and 

south-west of Dimapur. In 1828, C.A. Bruce, under the orders of David Scott 

raised about five thousand maunds of coal on Safrai, a tributary of Disang, for 

export to Calcutta. In 1837, Captain Brodie, Lieutenant Bigge and William 

Griffith, found coal on parts of the Dhansiri and the Burhidihing rivers. 95 followed 

by Jenkins in 1838. In the same year Captain Hannay found coal beds at Jaypur, 

from which about a thousand maunds were sent to Calcutta.96 However, it failed 

to attract speculators, and in 1855, when Mills visited only one speculator was 

working at Jaypur.97 

It was in the 1860's, with the extension of tea-cultivation and introduction 

of commercial navigation on the Brahmaputra, that there evinced a growing 

demand for coal. From 1861 - 64 various contractors made agreements with the 

government to work the coal fields in Assam. In 1864, H. B. Medlicott, conducted 

a survey of the coal-bearing areas of Assam and the lease of the coal beds were 

advertised in February 1866, which encouraged a number of speculators to the 

field. 98 In 1881 with the formation of the Assam Railways and Trading Company 

(ARTC) which leased thirty square miles south of the Burhidihing of the Makum 

and Jaypur coal fields for a term of twenty years, that progress was made in the 
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exploitation of the mineral. 99 

After the initial problems like difficulty in communication and want of 

skilled labour, the Ledo Colliery was commissioned in 1882 and the first coal 

train was flagged off in 1884. Thereafter to meet the growing demand collieries 

came up at Tikak, Namdang, Tirap, New West Ledo, New East Ledo and 

Borgolai. 10° Coal was also found in the Khasi and Jayantia Hills, the largest at 

Cherrapunji and Lakadong. In 1832 coal was mined at Cherrapunji and despatched 

to the Presidency by boat-loads. Again in 1859, on the recommendation of Mills, 

operations were resumed by Khasi miners. In 1887 the best coal was sold at 

Kokilamukh, steamer station at only seven annas a maund. 

Like the other changes introduced by the British the coal industry also had 

many advantages to the British. Until 1880, the freight ofRaniganj (in Bihar) 

coal which was brought from about 1000 miles to Upper Assam was very costly. 101 

But in 188 7, with the availability coal at Kokilamukh, at only 7 annas a maund, 

expenses were reduced. The coal mined met the requirements not only of the 

Brahmaputra and Surma valleys, but also large quantities were exported to 

Calcutta, for consumption in industries and ocean going steamers. The extraction 

of coal thus brought Assam - more into the vortex of the world economy. The 

implication of these developments soon had its impact, when the small towns 

of Ledo and Margherita became busy centres. 

Mineral Oil 

Extraction of mineral oil also developed into an important industry. Oil 

which invariably existed near the coal bearing areas of Upper Assam, was first 
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discovered by Wilcox in 1825, on the bed of the Burhidihing at Supkong, followed 

by Bruce on the bank of the Safrai, and Major White in the N amrup river below 

the coal-bed. In 1838, Jenkins also noticed several small springs near Borhat 

from which oil flowed into pools in the watercourse. Government interest 

stimulated, H. B. Medlicott of the Geological Survey ofindia, after a visit to the 

sites, to suggest experimental borings near Makum. The existence of oil-springs 

at Bapupung, (present Digboi), Makum, Namchick was reported in 1854 by 

Captain Dalton, which were extracted by the natives. 102 However, Mr. 
~ 

Wagentrieber was the first speculator to obtain from the government of Bengal 

in 1854, exclusive rights to operate on a commercial scale the oil springs at 

Makum. 103 Others soon followed Goodenough in 1866, Messers Balmer Lawrie 

and Co. Calcutta in 1878, followed by the Assam Railways. These early efforts 

proved unsuccessful owing to the lack of facilities like storage, transport and 

skill. 

Mr. Townsend of the Assam Oil Syndicate, is credited with the frrst boring 

of oil well at Digboi in early 1888.104 The ARTC had in the meantime erected a 

refinery at Margherita. In 1899, the Assam Oil Company (AOC) was formed in 

London, with the object of taking over the oil concessions and plant of the ARTC 

and the syndicate. The government sanctioned the establishment of the Company 

and transfer of the concessions on the existing terms. The new Company took 

over the petroleum interest including Makum and Digboi, (and Lord Ribblesdale, 

the Chairman of the ARTC became the Chairman of Assam Oil Company), where 

it erected a huge refinery and started production of lubricants and illuminating 

oils, candles and wax. By 1911 the outturn of petroleum amounted to 3 ,565, 163 

gallons. 105 Thus next to tea, coal and mineral oil became the most important 

developments in the economy of the region. And like tea, the benefits were 
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mostly for the outsiders and the indigenous Assamese reaped no benefits from 

the great innovations at their doorstep. 

Trade : Internal & External 

Trade, both internal and external, also witnessed changes under the impact 

of colonial rule. Hitherto, the trade of the province was intra-regional, within 

the limitations of a basically barter and cowrie economy. Trade out of the 

province, was mostly with the frontier tribes, and with Bengal from where salt, 

the most important article was obtained. Hamilton in 1808 - 9 records the total 

value of imports at Rs. 2,28,300, and exports from Assam at Rs. 130,900.106 

The crisis of civil wars and Burmese invasions (1797 - 1826) resulted in a 

reduction of the external trade. 107 This to a large extent affected the economy of 

the region. 

The British made effort to revive trade (the authorities) and to that end set 

up hats and fairs in an around the sadar stations. Fairs were located at several 

places in the districts ofSibsagar, at Tengakhat, Nagaghuli, Chabua, and Dangori 

in Lakhimpur, and also at Sylhet, Cachar and Goalpara. 108 The hats were weekly 

as in the tea gardens, or bi-weekly and daily at the Sadar stations. These hats, 

and later the shops established at the close of the century became the centres 

for the collection of exports and distributions of imports like cotton, muga, 

thread, rice, pulse, turmeric ginger, chillies, tobacco and opium. 

Trade with Bengal was mainly river-borne, and passed through the gateway 

which was the Hadira or Kandahar Chowky opposite to Goalpara on the 
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Brahmaputra. Assam's trade was subjected to duties, levied at Kandahar, under 

the administration of the Duaria Baruas, who enjoyed the monopoly of the 

trade with Bengal.109 After annexation in 1833, (inspite of the proposals ofScott, 

for abolition of the Chowky), the Chowky was brought under direct control of 

the government under an officer at Goalpara. 110 The duties levied were retained 

as before 10 percent ad valorem. 

Following the Charter of 1833 advocating free trade and free competition, 

and pending the introduction of a better system of inland transit duties in 183 5 

it was resolved to abolish Kandahar and all other Chowkies in the neighbourhood 

of Goalpara, and to leave trade to and from Bengal perfectly free 111 and there 

was an increase in the volume of trade since the tariff -walls were removed. 

Tea was the most important commodity exported from the province. The 

volume which stood at 3,03,609 maunds in 1880 - 81 increased to 6,80, 799 

maunds in 1898 - 9. 112 Mustard seed also formed an important article of export, 

exported largely from Assam, with only three percent from the Surma valley. In 

1809 from a total of 15,000 maunds in 1852 it increased to 4,00,000 maunds 

from Goal para alone .113 Trade in cotton was on the increase. Against the 7, 000 

maunds in 1809,114 it increased to 50,000 maunds in 1837- 38 sold by Garos 

alone. About two-third of the total quantity was from Lower Assam, and one

third from the Surma valley. Other articles of export consisted of rubber, lac, 

ivory, timber, and with the introduction of steam navigation, coaP15 and mineral 

oil. 

Imports consisted of foreign textiles, fine rice, salt, 116 grams and pulses, 

opium, and brass and copper wares. The entire trade of Assam was almost entirely 
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with Bengal, with less than one percent with other parts in 1900. The balance of 

trade was in favour of the province. 

The beneficiaries of the increasing trade with Bengal were, however, the 

outsiders and not the indigenous people. The trade of Assam was "almost entirely 

in the hands of Kyah or Marwari merchants" .117 There were also the Be paris 

from Dacca who had settlements in the headquarters of the districts and in 

subdivision and were most numerous in Sylhet. The Marwaris on the other hand 

were scattered throughout the province and monopolised the entire export trade. 

While in 1839 in the five Sadar Stations there were only twenty Marwari shops, 

in 1854, Mills reported that there were eighty-four shops. 118 Through hawkers 

they collected the local produce in exchange for salt, opium, broad-cloths, iron

wares, woolen goods, Bengal rice, mustard oil and other foreign textiles and 

luxuries through the permanent markets in the small towns and the weekly 

markets. The indigenous Assamese population had no share in trade profits. 

Hunters gives figures for 1876_11 9 

Table III : Showin& value of Exports and Imports 

Karnrup 

Total river borne exports 
Oil Seeds 
Total river borne imports 
Salt 

Bengal rice 

Lakhimpur 
Value oflmports 
Exports 

38,462 (maunds) 
34,563 (84% oftotal exports) 
29,967 (maunds) 
16,621 (maunds) 
(55% oftotal imports) 
5, 737 (maunds) 
( 19% of total imports) 

Pounds 1,47,897 
Pounds 62,884 

The statistics of 1880 - 1 to 1904 - 5 also gives the following figures. Total 

value stood as follows :120 
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Table IV :Showing Imports and Exports 

Year Exports Imports 

1880- 1 229.7 79.5 

1899- 1900 699 323 

1904- 05 726 457 

Although there was an excess of exports over imports the profits accrued 

brought nothing to the indigenous population of Assam. On one hand commercial 

gains were taken away from the Assamese people, and on the other as there 

were few manufacturers, there was no possibilities of industrial development. 

Even in 1900, the whole traffic was monopolised by the Marwaris. Although 

some local traders of Kamrup did have a share in the mustard trade, where since 

1876, profits were forthcoming, by 1900, even this trade was falling into the 

hands of Marwaris. The small traders could not compete with their Marwari 

counterparts. Although the Marwaris had agents in different parts of the province, 

which were mostly either Marwaris or immigrants from other states, there are 

no evidences to show that any of these agents were Assamese. The main deterrent 

to this factor was the lack of capital. Thus the situation had arrived when the 

entire profits of trade went out of the province and the local population did not 

benefit commercially. 

Frontier trade with the Bhutias, Mishmis, Nagas, Daflas, and the Manipuris, 

had come to a standstill, after the Burmese wars. In an effort to revive the trade, 

hats and fairs were set up by the local authorities at the foot hills. In 183 1 - 2, 

Jenkins in his survey, found establsihments ofMarwari merchants at Sadiya and 

Beesa where they bartered with the neighbouring tribes broad-cloths, muslin, 
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coloured handkerchiefs, salt, opium, glass, gold, ivory, silver, amber, Burmese 

cloths and Chinese wares. 121 Trade with the Bhutias was carried on in the three 

fairs at U dalguri, Ghagrapara and Daimara, and the import of blankets, ponies, 

timber, wax salt rubber, and stick lac steadily increased. Trade with Tawang was 

mostly in ponies at a price of Rs. 50 each. 122 The tribes namely the Abors (A dis), 

Daflas (Nishis), Mishmis, Khamtis and Nagas, further in the North East, resorted 

to the fair at Sadiya, where they sold rubber, wax, musk, amber, ivory, rhinoceros 

hom in return for eri-cloth, broad cloths, opium, iron-pans, brass utensils and 

beads. The Assam - Manipur trade in articles like timber, bamboo, rice, cotton 

twists and yam, piece-goods, betel-nuts, were mainly through Cachar (and 

Kohima) and later to Dimapur on the Assam- Bengal railway. 

The total value offrontier trade in 1881-2 amounted toRs. 9,52,038 as 

against Rs. 8,36,385 in 1880- 81 showing an increase of 13.9 percent. The 

total value of imports nearly doubled in 1903 - 4 at Rs. 13, 86, 691 from Rs. 

7,29,252 in 1902- 3 and over 5 percent in exports from Rs. 4,39,531 in 1902-

3 toRs. 6,65,318 in 1903-4. The rise in trade was mainly due to the opening of 

the Dimapur - Manipur road, augmenting the rice trade between Assam and 

Manipur, timber trade between Manipur and Hill Tepperah and import trade in 

rubber from the Hill tribes ofthe North-east frontier. 123 The development of 

the frontier trade can also be attributed to the abolition of Inland Transit duties. 

These duties levied at the Morung Hat, Garo Hats, and the Naga Khats were a 

source of oppression to the tribesmen and source of perennial administrative 

difficulties for the local officers. A reduction of duty advocated by the Jenkins, 

adversely affected the revenues. 124 In pursuance of the declared policy of the 

government in 1833, 125 the Garos and other hill tribes were allowed to dispose 

off their goods duty free. In 1841, the duty on N aga Khats were abolished and in 
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1842 collections on the Garo hats ceased. 126 Similarly, in the trade with Cachar, 

the Ghats numbering five at Bikrampur, Berkhola, Kalyan, Goomra and 

Oodarband, were abolished in 1825, and duties transferred to the Sialtik Ghat 

which remained the only transit station at Cachar. 127 

Transport & Communication 

Closely associated with the other changes in the economy of the region 

was the development of the transport system. Until the beginning of the present 

century river transport had been mainly used. All traffic between Assam and 

Bengal was water borne. Becuase of the sparse population, uneven topography 

and backward economy, resulting from the civil wars and Burmese invasions, 

overland communication system was not c,0nsidered feasible. 128 Whatever roads 

existed were impassable during the rains and had fallen into disrepair. 129 But 

with the increase in tea acreage, and establishment of coal and petroleum 

industries, the necessity of a speedier and more efficient means of 

communication was more keenly felt and steps were taken to connect the 

industrial centres with the consumption centres. 

Steamer 

The Brahmaputra which was the great highway of traffic was navigable 

from Bugwah, a few miles from Rangpur in Bengal to Dibrugarh, for about 450 

miles. As early as 1825, Col. Richards, the Junior Commissioner of Assam, 

suggested the maintenance of a few steam boats in Assam for towing up supplies, 

stores and troops. 130 Again in 1831, Scott made a proposal for introduction of 

a government steamer service to Assam but the project remained shelved in the 
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marine department. 131 

In the meantime, the Assam Company with the developing tea trade, faced 

the problem of maintaining contacts with Calcutta, a distance of 800 miles. The 

initial attempts to introduce steamer service between Calcutta and Dibrugarh 

proved unsuccessful, and the Company thus, had to depend on its fleet of 

countrymade boats. 132 

A beginning was made in 184 7 when the government began to operate a 

steamer service between Calcutta and Guwahati. 133 As the service was not 

dependable, due to small and ill-equipped vessels and limited space for conveying 

cargoes other than government stores, 134 the Assam Company still had to depend 

on local boats for traffic between Dibrugarh and Guwahati. 

On the representation of the Assam Company, 135 as well as the industrial 

and mercantile communities and the recommendation of Mills, 136 steamer 

services were extended to Guwahati from March 7, 1856. TheMeghna, Jumna, 

and the Thames were placed on these lines. 137 This did not ease the situation, as 

the tea cargo exceeded the carrying capacity of the steamers. This indicates the 

volume of the tea trade, and the fact that almost the entire produce was meant 

for export. 

In 1858, the Indian General Steam Navigation Company (IGSN) was formed 

for establishing a regular steamer service between Calcutta and Upper Assam. 138 

And since 1860, the IGSN Company with their associate River Steam Navigation 

Company (RSN), operated the steam navigation on the Brahmaputra. 139 
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This however, did not solve the problem of passenger service. To remedy 

that, the Chief Commissioner R.H. Keatinge, in 1874 and 1878, proposed a 

Daily Steamer Service, and a separation of passenger and goods traffic. A Daily 

Mail Service between Dibrugarh and Dhubri was introduced in 1884 by IGSN 

and RSN .140 In 1886 a Despatch Service facilitated goods service from Goalundo 

to Upper Assam. By 1887 the IGSN and RSN extended their service upto 

Silchar. 141 The Steamer Service thus greatly aided in the development of the Tea 

industry, which secured a ·firm foothold almost half a century before the 

introduction of railways into Assam. It also facilitated the flow of people to and 

from Bengal and other parts into the country, thus increasing contacts between 

Assam and the rest of India. 

Railways 

Overwhelming odds notwithstanding, extension of tea cultivation apart, the 

exploration and operation of coal beds and oil-springs rendered necessary the 

introduction of railways into Assam in general and Upper Assam in particular. 

In the seventies of the last century, the nearest railway lines from Calcutta 

to Assam were as far away as Goal undo in South-eastern Bengal and Poradaha in 

Central Bengal. In 1879 the approach to Assam by railway from Calcutta was by 

Eastern Bengal railway to Kau\tia on the river Teesta, or to Goalundo on the 

river Padma, 240 km. east of Calcutta and an important transhipment centre. 142 

The opening of tea gardens not only in the Dibrugarh and Jorhat subdivisions, 

which could be served by the ports at Dibrugarh and Kokilamukh respectively, 

but those on the either side of the Sadiya road ( 1865) and far beyond the 
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riverways, made communication difficult. The requirement of food stuff of 

numerous labourers and export of tea was met by the cart road and steamer 

traffic. The difficulties of working of the newly discovered coal bed and oil 

fields in the Makum area drew the attention to the improvement of 

communication. 

In January 1882, work began on the railway under B. Piercy at Dibrugarh 

and Chevalier Roberto Paganini, at Burhidihing, and in May the first engine passed 

over the line from Dibrugarh Steamer Ghat to Jaypur, which extended upto Chabua 

in Dec. 1882. In December 1883, the line was joined to Margherita and Makum. 

In 1882, the Chief Commissioner started construction of a 2" gauge tramway 

Jorhat- Kokilamukh at an estimated cost ofRs. 1,11,320143 and extended from 

Jorhat to Titabar with a branch line to Mariani in 1883 known as the Kokilamukh 

State Railway, it was opened to traffic in 1885. 144 The management of this line 

known as the Jorhat Provincial Railway was made over in 1927 to the agents of 

the RSN and IGSN. 

In April 1892, the Assam-Bengal Railway Company was formed, and work 

on the lines started in Nov. 1892. The first line from Chittagong to Silchar, with 

a branch line from Laksam to Chandpur a total of 303 miles long, was completed 

in 1896.145 This was the first connecting line with the rest of India. The second 

line from Badarpur to Lumding, through North Cachar Hills, a distance of 118 

miles was begun in 1892, and opened to commercial traffic in 1904. The third 

line from Guwahati to Makum junction, a distance of 320 miles long, could 

only be opened from Guwahati to Jamunamukh, but due to the earthquake of 

1897 could not be opened to traffic until 1899. It was only in 1903, that the 

Assam Bengal Railway was extended to Tinsukia and access to the sea in 1904. 146 
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Tramways were devised as feeders to the main lines and river banks. In 

1893 - 4 the Tezpur - Balipara Tramway was constructed to connect tea areas of 

the interior ofDarrang with steam navigation on the Brahmaputra at Tezpur, and 

opened to traffic in 1894. In 1895-6, Cherra or Theira- Companyganj line was 

constructed to carry limestones by the provincial government. The extension of 

the Dhubri line of the Eastern Bengal State Railway, connected Golokganj to 

Guwahati. And in 1911, Assam Valley had direct rail communication with 

Calcutta. 

The railways provided the easiest and the cheapest mode of transport for 

goods and passengers. The tea, coal and petroleum industries were much 

benefitted. Like steamers, but more so, railways aided in the movement of people 

from this region and out of it. It also became an important factor to encourage 

immigration into the province. In 1892 - 93, railway carried 2,13,030 tons of 

goods and 1,06,157 no. of passengers, and generated an income ofRs. 4,0 1,179 

to the government. 147 

Roadways 

Under the Ahom government, the entire valley of the Brahmaputra was 

intersected with roads of great height and breadth, connected by pathways with 

the villages and fields. The country was provided with a "splendid system of 

highways uninterruptedly from Goalpara to Sadiya from either banks of the 

river" .148 With the civil wars and Burmese invasions, the roads were neglected 

and fallen into disrepair. With the British occupation, attention was drawn to the 

state of roads. As early as 1827 the construction of a road connecting Sylhet 

with Guwahati via Cherrapunji and Nungklow was undertaken, which had to be 
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subsequently abandoned due to the rebellion ofTirut Singh in 1829. 149 In 1828 

the road from Jayantiapur to Raha, was explored and repaired. In 1842 the 

construction of the Cachar Manipur road, Banskandy to Bishenpur was completed 

under Captain Guthrie but could not be extended. 150 

Development in roadways came during 1842 - 43, when the South -Trunk 

Road, from Guwahati to Nowgong was gradually extended to Dibrugarh via Jorhat 

and Sibsagar and, on the other side to Goalpara. 151 By 1845, North Lakhimpur 

was linked up with Dhakuakhana, wherefrom the road approached Naduar in 

Darrang. In 1845, the Assam Company also claimed to have opened or repaired 

some 800 miles of public roads and 266 bridges. 152 

The roadways in Assam however, remained unsatisfactory as observed by 

Anandaram Dhekial Phukan. The creation of the Public Works Department in 

1868 opened a new phase in the development of road communication in Assam. 

The old routes were connected into a continous road, for cart traffic, widened, 

bridged and raised above flood level. 153 In 1874- 75, the Guwahati- Shillong 

cart road was begun first up to N ongpoh and in 18 77 the road to Shillong was 

opened, taking two days to reach Shillong by tonga. 154 

To tighten up the grip over the hill areas after the Jayantia rebellion ( 1860 

- 62) cart-roads were opened from Shillong to Maflong, and to Jayantiapur in 

Sylhet via Jowai and Muktapur. Another route was to the Garo Hills via Shillong, 

Kynchi and Nongstoin. 155 In 1872- 3, the most important was across the hills 

from Tura to Dahu in Mymensing, extended for wheeled traffic by 1875. 

Samuguting in the Naga Hills was linked to Golaghat and Dimapur. Kohima was 

also linked with the plains by a cart-road through the Nambar forests to 
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N ichuguard, and in 1891, link roads were made with Imp hal. By 1900 the total 

of bridle paths numbered- 600 miles. 156 

The improvements in communication not only aided in the British economic 

policies, and the development of the new industries, but became the most 

important single factor in aiding immigration into the province. Likewise it also 

facilitated an easy passage to many Assamese, who wished to go out of the region 

to Bengal for education, etc. Assam was thus opened to the rest of the sub

continent and brought within the folds of the world economic order. 

Inflow of Immigrants 

The British rule and the economic changes that followed their occupation 

triggered a large-scale immigration into the province from different parts of 

India and even outside the country. The immigrants may be broadly divided into 

two groups : those who came from the Presidency of Bengal to take up wasteland 

for cultivation, and those who came from the distant areas for trade and meeting 

the growing demands of the tea-gardens as well as general public and industrial 

undertakings. 

The early wasteland grants rules157 were such that only the rich and European 

capitalists could occupy these grants. The indigenous cultivators could hardly 

furnish the wealth capital. This and the colonisation scheme of Jenkins, 158 

attracted a class of European planters along with their capital who would produce 

sugarcane, indigo and such other plantation crops. This led to a steady influx of 

foreigners into the Province, termed by the Assamese as Bangals. With the 

growth of tea-cultivation, this immigration further increased. The 1871 census 
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report stated that there were 7 4 Europeans ( 46 Englishmen, 11 Irish, 15 Scots 

and 2 Welsh) in Assam. Considering the number of Europeans who descended 

into Assam during the Tea Mania, this seems to be an unrealistically low figure .159 

In May 1856, realising belatedly, the injustice done to indigenous 

speculators, on the recommendation of the Board of revenue, the Governor of 

Bengal approved grant of wastelands in future to Europeans, Assamese, Bengali 

and others without any distinction and the cultivation of whatever the grantee 

might think proper. 160 

Endeavours had been made from time to time by the local authorities to 

encourage immigrants into the valleys of the Brahmaputra and the Surma. As 

early as 1832, circular letters were issued inviting settlers through respective 

collectors, to populous districts of Bengal, viz. Dacca, Tipperah, and Mymensing 

offering wastelands rent-free for a term of years after which settlement would 

be made for the portion brought under cultivation to which holders would acquire 

proprietory rights as a Talukdar and Zamindar. 161 Likewise a large body of 

Nepalis in the Regiment and frontier police immigrated from Siliguri and moved 

to the districts ofDarrang, Lakhimpur and Kamrup. Besides grants of wastelands 

on favourable terms, the Nepalese were reported to have been given pecuniary 

assistance for their onward journey to Upper Assam. Some of them were migrants 

rubber cutters, dealers in buffaloes, but many bonafide settlers carried on large 

scale sugar-cane cultivation and diary farming. 162 The British later recruited them 

into the Gurkha Regiment, and also as chowkidars, bodyguards, peons and 

labourers. The percentage of labourers working in the tea gardens was however 

only .1 percent in 1896 - 97. 163 In 1901 the total number of Nepalese were 

21,000. 164 Santhals were also encouraged under orders of Steuart Bayley to 
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colonise in the district of Goal para defraying their expenses of travel from home, 

besides advances of free interest until they could reap a crop of their own. 165 

Another class of immigrants were the traders from distant areas, the Marwaris 

or the Keyas from Marwar, who besides trade acted as money-changers, bankers 

and agents of the tea garden managers. Allen has pointed out that "the principal 

men of business were the Kyahs, the astute Marwari merchants, whose shops 

were to be found on every tea-garden, at every headquarter town and where ever 

else there was money to be made". 166 They had trading establishments at 

Jogighopa, Goal para and Guwahati, and within a few years of British occupation 

extended their activities even beyond the frontier. 167 In latter times these 

Marwaris occupied land and came to occupy distinct positions in the society. 168 

The tea industry, with its ancilliary coal and petroleum industries remained 

the biggest factor responsible for immigration. The scarcity of labour was the 

most outstanding problem in the whole history of tea planting in Assam. 169 The 

other major problem was that of communication. Both these problems were 

largely responsible for the immigration into the province. 

In the Assam Valley, the supply oflocallabour was negligible. An abortive 

attempt was made to import Chinese labour, but they were dispensed with in 

1843 .170 Till 1859, the Tea Planters Association adopted an organised system of 

recruitment that was pursued by the planters of Mauritius. 171 Two other Acts of 

the government, Workmen's Breach of Contract Act, 1859, and the Transport of 

Native Labours Act, 1863, aided the planters. 172 The Bengal Act III of 1863, 

however required that the recruiters should be licensed, the emigrants produced 

before the district Magistrate, his medical fitness examined, and the contract 

not to exceed four years. The steamers or boats conveying the labourers were 
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also to be licensed. 173 The planters thus imported large number of labourers 

from the densely populated areas of Bihar, Orissa, Bengal, Chotanagpur and 

Santhal Parganas, Central provinces, United Provinces, North Western provinces 

and Madras, Bombay and Nepal. 174 In 1890 the total number of immigrants to 

the tea gardens were estimated approximately at 36,080 or nearly eighty three 

percent of the immigrants and forming seven percent of the total population of 

the province. In the year 1896 the total stood at 81, 115 and in 1897 the provincial 

figures stood at 95,93 1, an increase of 18.2 percent. 175 There was an increase of 

recruitment into the Assam valley. 

The improvement of conditions under which the labourer worked, increase 

in wages and better living conditions, was evident from the fact that an increasing 

number of immigrants did not return home at the expiration of their contract 

and settled down permanently in the tea districts. The time-expired labourers 

settled near the tea-garden as ordinary cultivator and supplement their earning 

when regular labour was insufficient for plucking and hoeing. A segment of them 

took to cultivation on their own account and villages sprung up in the 

neighbourhood of the tea-gardens. The area under cultivation also increased under 

these time-expired labourers in the districts of Kamrup, Nagaon, Darrang, 

Sibsagar and Lakhimpur. 176 

Improvement of communication and the extension of rail communication 

with Bengal and other parts of the country facilitated importation of labour. 

With the development of railways, not only were the planters enabled to import 

labourers at lesser cost and risk, but the inflow of migrant were increased from 

Bengal and other provinces. In the period from 1891 - 190 1 the number of 

immigrants increased by 50. 85o/o. 177 
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The immigration of the people was also associated with the different 

professions. With the economic development, it was as if the British had opened 

the flood-gates to the outsiders. The immigrants from the districts of Dacca, 

Mymensing and Rangpur were amlohs, traders, boat-men, khalasis of mail and 

cargo steamers. Majority of the domestic workers, masons, earth-cutters, 

carters, cobblers, fishermen, and boatmen hailed from Bihar and the United 

Provinces. The Marwaris, monopolised trade besides acting as money-changers, 

bankers, and usurers. The Punjabis, a small community were the principal 

contractors, carpenters and skilled mechanics in railways and tea-gardens in 

Upper Assam. 178 

At the close of the century, only a few migrants from East Bengal crossed 

the boundary and settled down in the Sylhet and char lands of the district of 

Goal para. With the tum of the century the pressure on the soil, availability of 

cheap, plentiful and fertile land on easy terms in Assam in place of expensive 

and uncomfortable holding in Bengal, drove the immigrants, particularly of 

Mymensing to move up the valley. The migration of these land-hungry 

immigrants, covertly and obvertly remained unabated and as the years rolled 

on, brought about far-reaching consequences on the economic, social and 

political life of the province. 

Monetization 

The economic changes that followed the British occupation of the province, 

resulted in one important change : the conversion of the barter oriented - money 

-short economy into a cash economy. In 1840 with the introduction of the British 

administration uniformly in all the districts of the Brahmaputra valley, the old 
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khel system of revenue and/or in kind payment was gradually replaced during 

these years by a new proprietory system involving payment of ryots dues to the 

government in cash. 179 Mills in 1853, reported that the paiks were generally 

assessed at Rs. 9 per got, each retaining his garden and rice-land as before. 180 As 

money was not readily available, desertions and migration to tax free areas 

became common. 

On acquisition of the province, the British government found a variety of 

coins current in Assam. They were the Rajamohari, Narayani or Coochbehari 

rupee, the Companys sicca rupees, the Debmohari of Bhutan and the Arcot 

rupee, 181 besides the half and quarters, two annas and even one anna pieces. In 

1840, the mint of the Assam Raja was put out of operation and it was considered 

practical to introduce the New Furrackabad rupee into the province. Earlier on 

(1834) the Rajamohari and Narayani rupees had been received at the 

government treasuries in Assam and North-east Rungpore treasury in payment 

of government dues. 182 

The Government's revenue collection in local currency was annually 

remitted to Calcutta for recoinage. But there was practically no flow back as the 

remittance represented a surplus of revenue over local disbursements. Moreover 

in cases of recoinage of the Narayani and Rajamohari rupees received at the 

government and North-east Rungpore treasuries, the out tum involved losses to 

government arising seemingly from the deprecated quality of those descriptions 

of coins. 183 It was however recommended that the Assam coins, whether 

fractional or otherwise was henceforward to be received as bullion subject to a 

duty of two percent for recoinage. 184 This part of traffic which went on for at 

least a decade involved the withdrawal of a considerable quantity of circulating 
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media. In Lower Assam in 1824- 25, the receipts stood at Rs. 118, 723 (Sicca), 

disbursements Rs. (sicca) 29,538, and a surplus ofRs. 89, 185; while in 1832-

26 the receipts were Rs. 28,058, disbursements Rs. 27,834, and a surplus of 

Rs. 224, while in 1832 - 33, the receipts were Rs. 99,928, with no 

disbursements. 185 Thus the economy was caught into a situation of acute money 

shortage. 

The resultant money-crisis made it difficult for the peasant to pay his dues 

to the government. The multiplicity of currency in circulation - Rajamohari, 

Narayani, sicca and Feraccabad coins with their fluctuating and conflicting 

rates further aggravated the crisis. It was in this situation that the fortunes of the 

Marwaris were invested in usury at high rates of interest. In the absence of money, 

revenue dues were paid in kind and non-perishables like gold, ivory, muga, silk, 

munjit and cotton cloth which were later put on sale to traders. Cloths of certain 

fixed dimensions, salt, iron-hoes and other articles in general use circulated as 

money and were accepted in settlement of land revenue demand. 186 

As a remedy to the money-crisis, Scott and later Col. Jenkins porposed 

resource based schemes and introduction of cash-oriented plantation economy. 

Their attempts were successful but not to the indigenous people. Land grant 

rules encouraged foreign speculators, tea, and the ancilliary coal and petroleum 

industries led to an inflow of British capital. With the development of railways, 

employment opportunities and wage-earnings increased. The increased demand 

for rice, bamboo etc. enhanced the farmers cash incomes. 

But the crux of the situation was that the gap between the gross-earnings 

of the economy and locally disbursed income originating therefrom increasingly 
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widened. The surplus was remitted abroad in the form of high dividends, 

transferred savings from high salaries and also as wages of the migrant workers. 187 

Thus in the closing years of the century, the economy of Assam proper 

developed the characteristics of a dual economy with a cleavage between the 

traditional subsistence sector and a capital-intensive highly monetized modern 

sector. The changes in the entire land revenue system and the introduction of 

cash payment did not bring benefit to the Assamese ryots, unused to the concept 
' 

of paying any land revenue. The economic backwardness, augmented by the crisis 

of the civil wars, and Burmese invasions, had created an acute shortage of money 

in Assam. Therefore enhancements of revenue, new settlements, equalisations 

of the rates, etc. as had mentioned did not lead to any progress of the peasantry 

or development of the agrarian sector. The commercialisation of agriculture, 

tea, silk, cotton and others also did not bring any profits to the agrarian sector; 

tea which wa~rimarilyfur expQrt was a foreign owned enterprise and benefitted 
,.., .. - -~·--

o~ly the Britis~~-~itali§~_:_ Yet, tea triggered a whole lot of developments which f 
affected the economy of the province. Coal and mineral oil, also motivated by j 

the British interests, was responsible for the speedy development of steamers i 

and railways. This in turn aided the wholesale immigration into the province. 

This resulted on one hand the speedy development of tea, coal and other industries 

worked by immigrant labour, while on the other hand, with the stagnation of the 

indigenous population growth, the agrarian sector also began to stagnate. Thus, 

one can conclude that the economic changes introduced into the province by 

the British did not bring about much changes in the traditional subsistence sector. 

The Assamese farme~~!eaped no benefits from the great innovations at their 

doorsteps. Even when rice had to be imported to feed the immigrant population, 
.-~---

as the Assamese ryots produced only for their own consumption and the price 
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of rice rose from 19 seers a rupee in 1873 to 10 seers a rupee in 190Il88
, the 

Assamese cultivator was little benefitted. Moreover, as mentioned, the entire 

trade was in the hands of outsiders. Therefore, in the beginning of the twentieth 

century, after seventy-five years of the British rule, and the changes introduced, 

Assam was still preponderantly rural and dependent on agriculture. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

REPURCUSSIONS, REACTIONS AND READJUSTMENTS 

The British rule in Assam, accompanied as it was by many changes, in polity, 

economy and society disturbed the placid currents of the Assamese life, and led 

to upheavals among the indigenous people. The British first appeared in the guise 

of saviours of the people suffering from a chaotic situation of lawlessness 

beginning with the Moamaria civil war and culminating in the Burmese occupation 

of the Assam plains (1817- 1824). But their promise, 1 which gave a fillip to the 

hopes and aspirations of the royalty, nobility and the common people was not 

kept, and they stayed on. Their purpose was to tum Assam into an agricultural 

estate of tea-drinking Britons and to tum local traditional institutions in such a 

manner as to suit the colonial pattern of exploitation. 2 The people soon realised 

that the immediate concern of the new rulers was the extortion of land-revenue, 

to the detriment of the welfare of their subjects. They thus began to respond 

variously and react differently to the changes brought about by the colonial rule. 

The immediate reactions of the people was to the economic changes 

introduced in the early years of the British rule. 

Scott's extravagant hopes of a revenue of upwards of three lakhs of rupees 

in Lower Assam, were belied by the early estimates of demands and receipts. 

As mentioned earlier, the commutation of services offered, proved 

unsatisfactory both to the government or the people. To the government it did 

not produce any adequate pecuniary collection, while on the other hand the paiks 
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freed from forced labour, finding the new burden of taxation oppressive, 

emigrated to the neighbouring areas, or concealed themselves as slaves, to escape 

the tax burden. 3 Surveys revealed that with land remaining fallow and frequent 

remissions, Scot had to look for other means to increase the revenue. What 

followed were lands granted to paiks on additional tax, tax on dharmottar, 

brahmottar and nankar grants, and the extension of the kharikatana to all 

classes of people. Even a barangani or extra cess on gross collection was levied 

to meet the contingencies. 

These taxes formed a heavy demand on the ryots. Besides there was no 

uniformity in the mode of collection. The evils of extortion were aggravated by 

the defective organisation from the top to the bottom. The pargana system and 

the institution of the Chaudhuri was one of corruption and oppression. 4 No 

effective check was taken to protect the ryots from the unjust demands, no 

accurate account of the collection made, and no record of receipts for the 

payments made by the ryots. 

The condition of Central Assam, in the districts of N owgong and Raha 

were equally deplorable. The earlier agreement with Raja Bijaynarayan ofDarrang 

to pay Rs. 42,000 to1500 paiks was raised to 54,000 after a rough survey in 

1826. 5 He soon fell into arrears, whence his property was confiscated and 

Darrang was placed in charge of a Tahsi/dar. The piyal of measurements of land 

made in 1826 in Nagaon and Raha by Aradhan Roy, the Tahsildarofthe district, 

was not only erroneous, but equally exacting. 6 Finding their resources drained 

by exactions the ryots fled in hundreds, and those remained had to mortgage 

themselves as slaves and bondsmen. H. Rutherford reported that "a dreadful 

extortion had beggared the ryots and rendered a large portion of Assam waste in 
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which upto our conquest such a thing as jungle was hardly to be seen".7 

Thus, in different parts of central Assam, trouble arose out of the evils of 

over-assessment. Innumerable levy of extra-cesses, no grant of remissions, and 

the abrupt change from the demands in kind to an exaction in cash, in a money

short barter-oriented system, where no trade existed by which the ryots could 

dispose off their commodities, aggravated the situation. The introduction of 

money, without a substantial increase in the existing medium, fell pressingly on 

the ryots, unused to so many payments in cash. 8 

In Upper Assam the situation was equally alarming in Upper Assam. Scott 

who had his finger on the pulse of the nation apprehending trouble, tried to 

soothe the ruffled feelings of the nobility by allowing them to rule at least the 

upper part of the province. The Calcutta Council decided otherwise and tried to 

placate the nobility by employment in the posts in the revenue and judicial 

departments. These men of rank proved themselves wholly incompetent to 

discharge the duties of revenue and judicial administration entrusted to them, 

and 'their very presence caused great labour and trouble to the European 

functionaries'. 9 Cases of embezzlement, extortion and oppression10 were 

reported. As such Captain Neufville, "Owing to the indolent and incapable conduct 

of the nobility, and the impossibility of exacting money without duress, resorted 

to the employment of men of ability and business mostly from Bengal". 11 

Those who had a vested right to office were now elbowed out by a number 

of interlopers from below. Scott provided some of them with jobs under the 

government, a few others with pensions, gratuities, and rent-free grants, but the 

number of beneficiaries was extremely small. The change in the policy of the 
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government, and the disappointment produced irritation and resentment of the 

upper classes who instinctively felt that their future was extremely bleak under 

the alien government. The overthrow of the paik system which struck at their 

wealth and power, as well as social position made them hostile to the new regime. 

From the above it had become apparent that the early grievances of the 

people lay in their economic situation following the early administrative policies 

of the government. To the inhabitants prosperity did not return to the land as 
y 

was expected. For many years following the introduction of the British rule the 

country remained in a deplorable state, the period being one of 

maladministration. In tracing the causes of this failure, it can be remarked that 

Assam was subjected to halting experimental schemes during the early period 

of British administration. After asswning charge of Assam from his predecessor 

in 183 2, Robertson found " .. .its inhabitants emigrating, its villages decaying 

and its revenue annually declining" .12 Realising that they neither had the expertise 

to run the new British administration, nor the wealth that would make them of 

some economic or social consequence, the nobility pinned their hopes on 

restoration. 

The old aristocracy seeing the miseries of the inhabitants following the 

British rule and a feeling of unrest among the inhabitants, they capitalised on 

the situation. This manifested itself in the early phase of rebellions against the 

alien rule. 

Peoples Resistance : The Early Phase 

Thus. the old aristocracy that had lost its offices of profit were the first to 
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react violently to the alien rule. The rebellions ofGomdhar Konwar and Rupchand 

as also the insurrection of the Khasis and the Singphos, were anti - British 

movements representing the early phase of the Assamese nobles and tribals 

reactions and resistance to the imposition of foreign rule. 

Towards the end of 1828, a group of nobles, led by Dhanjoy Pealia 

Borgohain, and other ex-nobles of the Ahom court, 13 took up the cause of 

Gomdhar Konwar, a scion of the Ahom royal family, with a view to installing 

him as Raja of Assam. At a time when restoration of an Ahom prince was under 

consideration by the Government, Gomdhar Konwar decided to present his own 

claims. 14 Although he had the ambitions of a tributary chief while on his way to 

Jorhat to plead personally before the British authorities, nobles with anti-British 

intentions prevailed upon him to join them, because of his royal blood. 15 The 

time was highly opportune, the Singphos and the Bhutias were restive and 

committing aggression in the north, and the Khasis under Teerut Singh were 

maturing plans to expel the British from the hills. 

Gomdhar Konwar with the declared mission to protect 'the alters and 

hearths" of his native country and vested with royal power procured the allegiance 

of the neighbouring villages and launched a 'no-tax' campaign. 16 Preparations, 

made, the insurgents advanced towards Mariani, twelve miles from Jorhat, where 

they were intercepted by a detachment under Lieutenant Rutherford. After a 

feeble resistance, Gomdhar fled to the Naga hills, while most of his followers 

including Dhanjoy and his son Haranath, whose complicity was proved in the 

secret documents, were apprehended. 18 

Gomdhar after roaming in the jungles and abandoned by his adherents, 
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surrendered to Lt. Rutherford in Nov. 1828. Although Gomdhar strongly denied 

his wish to wage war against the British Government, he was found guilty of 

rebellion and sentenced to death. Captain Neufville, in consideration of his 

immature age, and of him being a tool at the hands of the designing people, 

commuted the sentence to an imprisonment without labour for seven years, 19 at 

the Rangpur jail in Bengal. Dhanjoy, found guilty of aiding and abetting the 

rebellion, was awarded capital punishment. He however contrived to escape to 

the Naga hills. 20 

Captain N evfville did not view the rebellion seriously. Scott however was 

apprehensive of the future; he was of the view that the inhabitants of Upper 

Assam, had not reconciled to the British rule, and "the high classes in that country 

will long engage in schemes for the establishment of the ancient form of 

government under a native prince". The future outbreaks proved he was right 

Dhanjoy, though awarded capital punishment in the earlier rebellion, was 

acquitted for want of evidence. He in coalition with the followers of Gomdhar 

organised an anti-British rising on a 'grand scale'. His sons Harakanta and 

Hemanath, his son-in-law, Jeuram Dihingia Barua, Peali Barphukan, son ofBadan 

Barphukan, came to his aid. The Chiefs of the Moamarias, Khamptis, Singphos, 

Khasis, Garos and the Nagas, were asked to aid with troops, for the expulsion of 

the English and the restoration of the Swargadeo. 21 Rupchand Konwar, a person 

of unknown antecedents was the candidate for the throne. The rebels, after 

performing the Deo-Puja, advanced to Rangpur. 

At the same time, the Singphos on either side of the Patkai, under Wookum 

Khoomyan, a chief of Hukwang, raised the banner of revolt, in concert with the 
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nobles in Assam. On the arrival of Captain Neufville with a detachment, the 

Singphos retreated beyond the hills. 

The failure of the Singpho revolt and inadequate response from the 

neighbouring chiefs dampened the situation. The betrayal of the Sadiya Khowa 

Gohain in seizing and surrendering Haranath, to the Political Agent, Upper 

Assam, spelled disaster to the cause. A desperate attack on Rangpur was repulsed 

and pursued. By the middle of 1830, the principal leaders were captured. 
-r 

Roopchand, Haranath, Jeuram, Peali and Boom Singpho, tried by the panchayat 
. 

at Jorhat, were found guilty of high treason and sentenced to death. The final 

verdict was confirmed by Scott, and Peali and Jeuram were hanged, while the 

others were transported for a term of fourteen years with confiscation of 

property. 22 Such punishment was intended as a deterrent, against fresh 

insurrections. 

The British occupation of Lower Assam, was viewed with suspicion by the 

Khasi Chiefs who held the lowlands, the Naduar (Nine Duars) north of the hills. 

The Khasi War of Liberation (1829 -33) was led by U. Teerut Singh, the Chief 

ofNungklow, who had earlier entered into an agreement of protection with David 

Scott, and also the opening of a road to Sylhet, via the Khasi hills. 23 The 

construction of the road, the erection of a police post, and convalescence camp 

at Nungklow, was viewed as the establishment of British authority in the hills, 

and incurred the displeasure of the Khasi Hills. The result was an alliance of the 

Khasi chiefs under Teerut Singh, aimed at the expulsion of the English from the 

hills. Teerut Singh also envisaged a political combination of the tribes - the 

Singphos, Bhots, as well as the Assamese nobles. 24 
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Despite the severing of communications and other odds, Captain Lister of 

the Sylhet Light Infantry, attacked the insurgents. The rebellion broke down and 

on 9th Jan, 1833, Teerut Singh surrendered.25 The Chiefs were allowed to retain 

a large measure of independence, but under the control of the Political Agent. 

The Khasis agreed to the construction of roads, bridges and bun glows, as might 

be considered necessary. 26 The British pacified the Khasi Hills by bringing the 

Siems under subsidiary alliance. 27 

A third attempt at an anti-British coup was made, a year later, by Eyang 

Goomendao alias Gadadhar Singha, claimed to be a kinsmen of Raja Jogeswar 

Singha. 28 Gadadhar Singha whose sister A tan Meengh Barkuwari, was the queen 

of the king of Burma; supposedly was a tool of the Court of Ava. His attempt to 

secure the support of the sepoys at Sadiya failed, and he was arrested and sent to 

Guwahati. The abortive attempt made by Gadadhar Singha, and the conviction 

that the king of Ava was 'privy to the plan', made necessary immediate 

precautionary measures to repel any attack in the frontier. The forts of Sadiya 

and Borhat were strengthened, and the Raja of Manipur was asked to be ready 

with troops. 

The early phase of the anti-British rebellions, were ill-organised, with very 

little political capacity, and scant military and financial resources. The nobility 

failed in offering a united front, some nobles remained indifferent, and some 

even betrayed the cause. 29 The common people in general, too were indifferent 

to the cause of the nobles, and rather evinced a feeling of distrust and suspicion. 

The memories of the anarchy, along with the oppression and injustice inflicted 

by the nobles, still fresh in their minds, they were unprepared as yet for any 

change of government which would endanger their security oflife and property. 
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The masses were unprepared for weak Rajas and tyrannical nobles. It is thus 

evident, that during the early years of the British rule, the people were not so 

much against the British rule. There was a feeling of acceptance among the 

people. Their only point of grievance was the deteriorating economic condition 

with the beginning of the colonial rule. They could not adjust to the cash oriented 

economy. Yet as Captain Neufville wrote, the rebels' created the most pernicious 

effect in unsettling the minds of the natives throughout Assam', and tending 

much to throw them into that state of anarchy and confusion from which ... ' they 

were so lately relieved.30 

Peoples Resistance : The Later Phase 

The termination of the Burmese war in 1826, found the Supreme 

Government a prisoner of indecision. It showed a reluctance to assume direct 

responsibility for the administration of the territories of the Brahmaputra valley; 

as also a reluctance to fulfil its promise of 1824 by restoring the Ahom 

monarchy. The early phase of rebellions that took place led however to a change 

in policy and was responsible for the decision to attempt the restoration of the 

Ahom monarchy under Purandar Singha on 24 April 1833.31 The halting 

experiment of a 'native monarchy' in Upper Assam had failed. 32 Purandar Singha's 

failure stemmed from the fact that the tract was not economically viable and he 

soon fell into arrears with his tribute payments, as also from the fact that the 

people accepted the change with 'mixed feelings'. He failed to see that the people 

had gradually been losing faith in the monarchy. Purandar Singha's perpetuation 

of the antiquated institutions, to conciliate the vested interests, deepened the 

breach with his subjects. The result was the resumption of the territory, extending 

the Company's control over the whole of the valley. It was technically justified 
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in so far as Purandar Singha's failure to pay his tribute was concerned. But the 

failure was inevitable, and it is difficult to believe that the shrewd British officers 

did not anticipate it. The resumption of Purandhar Singha's territory was the 

beginning of a new phase in the British consolidation of the Brahmaputra Valley. 

Jenkins believed, that this territory would form the most valuable appendage to 

the British dominions in the recent future. 33 The resumption of Cachar which 

was not only justifiable but also unavoidable, for there was no heir to whom the 

principality could be entrusted. The resumption of Jayantia and the North Cachar 
.,. 

Hills (Tularam's territory) had no technical justification; the urge was provided 

by the requirement of defence. Defence was also the justification for the 

annexation ofMuttock and Sadiya. The allurement of economic resources was a 

minor factor in the case of the North Cachar Hills and a major factor in case of 

the Muttock. 34 

The newly appointed, Principal Assistant, Brodie, directed his attention to 

immediate solution of various problems, following resumption. The abolition 

of the paik system and replacement of it, thereof by a liberal assessment of 

land, and provisions of means of livelihood for the upper classes who were in 

dire straits demanded his immediate attention. Continuing the existing system 

for the remaining few months of the years, Brodie, abolished forthwith the odious 

duties on hats, ghats and markets except on the Naga frontier. The following 

year he abolished the capitation tax, and introduced land tax (annas eight to 

rupee 1 per pura), as well as a tax on khats and bari lands (annas eight per 

pura). The district was divided into fiscal units or Tangonies, supervised by a 

Phukan, Rajkhowa or Barua, aided by subordinate officials - Hazarikas, 

S'aikias and Boras, in actual collections at a 14°/o discount on the gross 

collection. 35 To remedy the decline in revenue, in 1843-4, the revenue on rupit 
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land was raised to rupee 1 and annas four, and annas twelve on non-rupit.36 This 

enhancement without any increase in the resources hit the tax-payers hard, and 

tillage with hired labour, was not economically viable. 

Every endeavour was made to afford relief to those who had suffered on 

account of the radical changes in the administration. A pension ofRs. 1000 was 

granted to the ex-Raja Purandar Singha and a stipend ofRs. 185, per month was 

offered to the heir-apparent. The executive officers, members of the royal family, 
' 

relatives, pundits and religious heads of the former government were granted 

allowances varying from Rs. 10 to Rs. 50 per month, 37 and though shorn of power 

were allowed to retain their former titles and insignias. 38 Appeals for aid for 

repayment of loans, building houses, performance of shradhs and marriages, 

by men of rank were sympathetically considered, and liberal sums occasionally 

granted. 39 Men of rank were also recruited for posts in the lower courts of justice 

and revenue administration. 40 

In 1840 - 41, Brodie abolished the extensive Tangonies, parcelling out 

the district into a number of mouzas, supervised by men of respect, aided by a 

Sadhoni, a Kakoty and a Tekela. 41 The creation of the new fiscal units, aimed at 

the eradication of the official aristocracy and to assimilate them with the larger 

masses. The invidious distinctions, apart from being an anachronism, constituted 

a source of irritation and complaints from the lower orders. 42 The levelling 

tendency of the British government, was premature in where distinctions on 

account of ones birth or rank were too ingrained to be obliterated so hurriedly. 

The nobility could not accept the change, and considered it beneath their dignity 

to work hand in hand with men who had till recently been their subordinates. 

Unless otherwise forced they were not disposed to accept 
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the mouzadarship in far of villages when the fortunate few amongst them enjoyed 

comfortable positions in the government. They thus remained at the headquarters. 

Jorhat thus became the seat of the do-nothing nobles, engaged in gossips and 

intrigues, to the uncertainty of the country. 43 

The socio-economic changes in the wake of the British occupation, brought 

irritation and suffering to all classes of people dependent on the earlier system. 

It required radical readjustment in the mental outlook of the nobility. It fell too 

heavily on a class of people long accustomed to a life of ease to change their 

habits so abruptly. It created material difficulties for the nobles hitherto 

dependent on the services of the paiks and slaves. After the abolition of the 

khels in Lower Assam, the services of the paiks could not be retained in the 

other divisions. Complaints were frequently heard of the non-attendance of the 

the lixos attached to the nobles and state functionaries. Even paiks required for 

the service of Raja Chandra Kanta Singha was difficult to obtain. The endeavour 

to assign the grantees money in lieu of paiks offered little relief, as the cost of 

labour had increased tenfold. 44 

The abolition of slavery in 1843, though appreciated made the situation 

worse. The abolition crippled the old Ahom aristocracy. The men of rank were 

pushed down to the level of the ordinary ryots. The Brahman and Mahanta 

landowners who had long depended on their slaves and bondsmen for the 

cultivation of their devottar, brahmottar, and dharmottar lands were also 

severely affected. The Brahman slaveholders of the district of Kamrup even 

held a protest demonstration, and submitted a bunch of one thousand petitions 

to the authorities seeking pennission to retain their slaves and bondsmen. On 

the other hand, there were enthusiastic men like Radhanath Kataki, Fauzdari 
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Mohrur, who induced slaves and bondsmen to make petitions to seek liberation.45 

The immediate aftermath of slavery was the break-up of the large sized farms 

for the lack of hired labour to take the place of slaves. 46 

The upper orders, thus could not reconcile themselves to the British 

government. In his representation to the Commissioner Kandarpeswar Singha, 

the grandson of Purandar wrote, 'These ancient honourable families who had 

enjoyed lixos, attendants and other means for support have been constrained to 

pay rents on house, garden etc. after having been deprived of the benefices 

mentioned above .. :4! The miseries of the men of rank and respectability could 

be read from the representations frequently made to the government. 48 The only 

salvation to their sufferings they felt lay in another restoration of the old regime. 

Purandar Singha had died in 1846, followed by his son Kameswar Singha in 

1851. The only successor was a boy of eleven, Kandarpeswar Singha, who was 

burdened with a heavy debt and a large responsibility. 49 

Maniram Dewan : 

Maniram Barna, emerged at this time a champion to the royal cause, and 

also of the disaffected nobility. As early as 1828, Captain Neufville, the Political 

Agent, Upper Assam, attracted by Maniram Barna's ability, intelligence and 

resourcefulness, made him the Sheristadar-Tahsildar of the division. 5° Maniram 

displayed his administrative genius in the reorganisation of the khels, converting 

the revenue deficit of the early years into a surplus. 51 He served the company in 

various posts and departments, in return for livelihood, as well as rank and 

respectability. During the early phase of the anti-British uprisings, Maniram 

remained not only indifferent, but also aided the local authorities with labour 
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and provisions against the insurgent Khasis, Garos and Bhutias. 52 

On the restoration, of Raja Purandar Singha, his services continued to be 

indispensable. He not only continued as the Sheristadar- Tahsildar, but also 

held twelve different fiscal units or bisayas. With the resumption of Upper 

Assam, 1838, Maniram lost the bisayas, and was given theMouzadarship of3 

mouzas and one Sheristadarship on Rs. 50 a month. 53 Maniram, then served the 

Assam Company as Dewan, and later himself, opened a few gardens at Jorhat . 
.,-

But here also he was disillusioned, as the government failed to grant him waste 

lands at concessional rates, as granted to the European planters. In 1851, Brodie's 

successor Charles Holroyd, transferred the mouzas he held, for twenty-one 

years, together with his houses and lands, to others, making him a dependent 

ryot. Thus, without rank, honour and even the means of livelihood, Maniram 

found it extremely difficult to run his household of 185 individuals, as also to 

pay the Rs. 500 as annual revenue for his landed estates. 54 

Having fallen from favour of the Company, Maniram Dewan pinned his 

hopes on the restoration of the Ahom monarchy. Kandarpeswar Singha, or the 

Charing Raja, found in Maniram Barna Dewan, not only a guide and advisor, but 

also a champion to the royalist cause. 

While Maniram was engaged in calculations for a restoration, A.J. Moffatt 

Mills, the Judge of the Sadar Dewani Ada/at, paid a visit to Assam deputed 'to 

institute a closer and more detailed enquiry in to the local state of 

administration'. 55 On Maniram's advise, Kandarpeswar Singha submitted a petition 

urging (Mills) him to confer Upper Assam on the Raja, on a tributary basis under 

the East India Company. 56 The young prince was however discouraged from 
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entertaining any hopes of restoration. 57 

Maniram Dewan, himself submitted two petitions to Mills; in one he prayed 

for favour from the government in recognition of the services rendered by him, 

and in the other a more significant one, he pleaded for the restoration of the 

monarchy in favour of Ghana Kanta Singha, son of ex-raja Chandrakanta Singha. 58 

Maniram Dewan's memorial to Mills marked the beginnings of modem political 

consciousness in the Brahmaputra Valley. Incidentally, another memorial on a 

similar note was submitted by Anandaram Dhekial Phukan at the same time. 59 

Maniram Dewan presented a balance-sheet of the administration of the East 

India Company, emphasising there in the grievances of the people. He expressed 

his resentment at the reduction of the upper and landed classes to the most 

abject and hopeless state of misery through the abolition of their offices, the 

liberation of their slaves, and their unprecedented subjection to the assessment 

of land revenue. He protested against the appointment of several 'Bengalees 

from Sylhet', and Marwaris as mauzada.ts when a number of respectable Assamese 

were out of employment. It was pointed out by him that by the introduction of 

new customers, "innumerable courts, an unjust system of taxation and the 

objectionable treatment of the Hill tribes, the consequences of which has been 

constant warfare ... neither the British Government nor their subjects have gained 

any benefit" .61 Further, Maniram pointed out that the sale of abkari opium has 

made the people unfit for agriculture, and the discontinuation of the puja at 

Kamakhya had subjected the country to various calamities. 61 In course of the 

memorial, he recommended the stop in the sale of abkari opium and gradual 

prohibition of the poppy cultivation. On the abolition of slavery, Maniram wrote 

"The upper and middle classes have seen those offices abolished which were 

most suitable for them, their Logwas and Licksos taken away, and their male and 
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female slaves set free. 62 

The memorial, however acknowledged the good aspects of the British rule 

in Assam. It noted that stopping such cruel primitive practices as the mutilation 

of limb, and the forceful abduction of virgins from private homes, by the removal 

of all way-side transit duties and by abolishing the system of keeping roads 

clear for the government by forced labour, 'the British Government has earned 

for itself inestimable praise and renown". 63 

Maniram Dewan's political platform was thus a revivalist one, betraying 

his orthodoxy and basic loyalty to an outmoded social system. 64 He strongly 

wedged the restoration of an Ahom prince that might re-introduce, with 

modification the customs and institutions of the old days. It would also bring a 

return to prosperity which in Dewan's calculation after meeting the charges on 

establishment, the surplus revenue would be to the tune ofRs. two lakhs.65 Mills, 

however felt the report, as being highly exaggerated, while Maniram seemed to 

him an "untrustworthy and intriguing person", whose real motive was restoration 

of a descendent of Raja Purandar Singha. 

Repercussions of the Revolt of 1857 

The great national upheaval of 185 7 did not leave Assam untouched. 

Rumours began to spread all over the province and the Sepoys of the Assam 

Light Infantry at Dibrugarh and Golaghat, hitherto passive and loyal, had become 

restive towards the close of July 1857.66 News trickling in through visitors, 

fakirs, newspapers, and private letters of the murder of Englishmen and women, 

also convinced the sepoys, that their kinsmen had occupied the larger part of 
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Hindustan, and the English would soon quit Bengal and Assam. 

Maniram Dewan, saw in this great upheaval a ray ofhope. Early in 1857, he 

had reached Calcutta, to plead personally the case ofKandarpeswar Singha before 

the Lieutenant Governor of Bengal, but failed to do so. In August 185 7, through 

letters couched in the most seditious terms, he persuaded Kandarpeswar to raise 

the standard of revolt aided by the local sepoys. Contacts were also established 

with the soldiers barracks and the followers of Charing Raja, Maniram then in 

Calcutta, and also his associate Madhu Mullick, a BengaliMukhtear.61 The ground 

was thus prepared for another outbreak and insurrection at the most opportune 

time. Preparations were set on foot and support for the Mutiny generated from 

influential circles - Pealie, Dootiram Sheristadar, his son Prialal and others, 68 

as well as Muslims, like Mohammedan Bahadoor Gaon Boora, and Sheikh 

Formud Ali. 69 The deity was also invoked through a puja at the temple at 

Dewargaon. Kandarpeswar on the other hand tried to secure the support of the 

sepoys by tempting offers of a double salary. 70 Negotiations under similar terms 

were carried on with the Sardars of the Sepoys at Sibsagar, Dibrugarh and 

Saikhowa. 

The preparations and reports sent to the Commissioner by the Principal 

Assistant at Sibsagar caused alarm among the Europeans - the planters left their 

gardens and took refuge in Guwahati, the missionaries abandoned their churches. 

It was highly disquieting to the British who were totally unprepared, either in 

men or arms to meet the crisis. Nevertheless, preparations were made. To meet 

any emergency Major Hannay, the Commandant of the regiment, called from 

the outlying detachments the Rabhas, Manipuris, Nepalis, and other non

Hindustanee who could be relied upon to guard the military lines at the 
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headquarters. 71 Fortunately, the Jarrowas and the Nepalese remained loyal.72 At 

Guwahati the Europeans, magistrates, chaplains, clerks, and missionaries, 

shouldered muskets and drilled themselves regularly. 73 The Principal Assistants 

also destroyed bridges over Missa and Diju rivers to cut off communication to 

Jorhat.74 To tide over the immediate crisis, a small European force of 104 sea

men, under Lieutenant Davis were despatched on board the Haroonghata on 11 

September, 1857; 

<" 

The precautionary measures filled the rebels with hope. They set the target 

date in early October, when it was hoped Maniram would reach Assam with arms. 

But the British foiled their concerted action. A bundle of letters written by 

Maniram was intercepted, indicative of the complicity in the plot of Maniram 

and Kandarpeswar. Earlier, the commandant of the Assam Light Infantry, affected 

the apprehension of Subedar Shaikh Bhikan and other ring leaders and removed 

them to Dibrugarh to stand trial before a court martial. 75 On September 9, 

Holroyd with a detachment under Captain Lowther arrested Kandarpeswar Singha 

who was immediately despatched to Calcutta and kept confined as a state prisoner 

at Ali pur. 76 This was followed by the arrest of Maniram in Calcutta, and his 

collaborators, both official and non-official - Peali Barua, Marangikhowa Gohain, 

Mayaram Nazir, Dutiram Barua, Bahadur Gaonburah, Shaikh F ormud and several 

others. 77 By early October the Commissioner reported, "there is no further cause 

for any apprehension of any outbreak in Assam". 78 

At Dibrugarh the mutinous sepoys were put before court martial, and almost 

all transported for life. The Principal Assistant Holroyd, aided by Haranath Barna 

procured a mass of evidence against Maniram Dewan and the other rebels and 

commenced trial. Both Maniram Dewan and Peali, were convicted of treason 
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and publicly hanged on 26 February 1858.79 Madhu Mullic~ Kamala Baruah, 

Dutiram Baruah, Marangikhowa Gohain, Bahadur Gaon burah and Formud Ali on 

charges of complicity in the plot received transportation for life and 

confiscations of property. 80 Kandarpeswar was not brought to trial· on account 

of his tender age and because of the fact that he was totally influenced by 

Maniram. He was kept under restraint at Burdwan till 1860, and granted a pension 

of Rs. 500 with effect from 1863. He settled in Guwahati and died in 1882, not 

being allowed to settle at Jorhat or Sibsagar on political reasons. 81 When General 

Amnesty was proclaimed in 1858, Dutiram Baruah, Shaikh Formud, Bahadur 

Gaonburah and several others were released and allowed to return to Assam82
. 

The last bid for the resurrection of the Ahom monarchy was a desperate 

reflection of mixed feelings of the 'upper and middle classes' who found 

themselves displaced by men whose services had been of short duration and 

claims insignificant. The socio-economic changes generated by the abolition 

of the paik system and of slavery amounted to a revolution in the old Assamese 

way oflife; and the nobles found it extremely hard to make radical readjustments 

in their mental outlook to keep in tune with the altered political system. There 

could be no doubt that the character of the uprising was national. The leaders of 

the rebellion belonged to diverse social and ethnic groups. Yet they were able to 

unite together with the common objective of driving out the alien intruder. The 

attempted outbreak was also not altogether without popular support. There is 

evidence that the workers of the Assam contractors, struck work to fraternise 

with the rebels. "Had an outbreak occurred, there can be little doubt that they 

would have sided with the rebels". 83 

The leader of the plot, Maniram was a man of ability and vision. With their 
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eyes fixed on the supposedly beneficial aspects of the system, they were blind 

to the impossibility of putting the clock back. On retrospection, it may be said 

that the temporary restoration of the monarchy in 1833 was a mistake. It fostered 

the hopes of a second restoration and created the impression that the decision 

of 1838 was not final. Any revival of paik system, and of slavery would have 

provoked commotions, which could not have been suppressed. The failure of 

the uprising in Assam, was nothing but an echo of the failure of the Sepoy Mutiny 

in India. Their hopes shattered, Assam reluctantly submitted to a halting process 
... 

of modernisation under the British rulers with the twin processes of economic 

exploitation and suppression of political aspirations. It was a resigned attitude 

of adjusting to the colonial rule. 

Peoples Resistance : Peasant Outbreaks 

But it was not to remain so. In the post-mutiny period there was a change 

in the peoples reaction and resistance to the British rule. After 1860, Assam 

History entered a new phase of agrarian outbreaks, against the enhancement of 

land revenue, imposition of taxes, and other measures affecting the economic 

interests of the people. The uprisings which took place in the early sixties were 

of a local nature, and were an echo of the peasant outbreaks in other parts of 

India.84 

The Mutiny of 1857 had imposed severe financial strain on the British 

Indian Government. The deficit in budget in 185 8 - 9 exceeded fourteen million 

pounds sterling and the public debt shot up to over seventy millions. 85 The 

financial policy of the Government of India in the post Mutiny period was 

therefore marked by the imposition of new taxes and enforcement of rigid 
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economy. In 1858, on the pleas of discouraging litigation, stamp duties were 

introduced, and excise duties were levied at the Sadar Stations in Kamrup, 

Darrang and N owgong. 86 Earlier, the rights of washing gold, and the jalkar or 

right to fish in the rivers and heels were farmed out to the highest bidder. Taxes 

were also levied on the cutting of timber ( Gorkhati) reeds (bunker), and grazing 

(Khusury). 81 The income-tax introduced in 1860 in India, on all classes of 

people, was extended first to the districts of Goalpara and Kamrup and gradually 

to the other districts. This was done inspite of the opposition of those who 

claimed exemption from taxation under the former government. 

The peasantry was put under severe strains. The change in the mode of 

collection from personal to territorial basis produced resentment and hardship 

to the agricultural class. The appointment of officers with wide powers of 

revenue collection, without the means to protect the ryots from their oppression, 

made matters worse. Further, in the name of exigency, the government resorted 

to further increase of land revenue which eventually put a severe financial 

pressure on the people. 88 In 1861, the increase in land revenue on the dry crop 

lands was much resented to in Nowgong as in the three other affected districts. 89 

This practice of tax enhancement was continued notwithstanding the fact that 

the authorities were not in a position to pay anything more as tax. 90 

The ban imposed on poppy cultivation in 1860, affected the peasant 

economy of Nowgong the most, as it was the largest opium producing district 

of Assam. 'Already hard hit by the increase of taxation on land, the prohibitory 

order on opium cultivation shattered the domestic economy of the tribal areas 

where the per capita consumption of opium was stated to be the highest in the 

province', remarked Barpujari.91 This prohibitive order appeared to the villagers 
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ofNowgong as an infringement upon their social habits and customs. About this 

time, the introduction of the license tax, though not originally proposed to be 

extended to Assam, created a fear throughout the province. At this juncture the 

Bengal Government called on the officers in Assam to report on the feasibility 

of a tax on betel-nut and pan cultivation. The fear of an impending tax added 

fuel to the fire, and led to an agitation among the Lalung (Tiwa) and Kachari 

population of Phulaguri, ten miles west of the Sadar Station of Nowgong. 92 

Thus, what appeared originally as a reaction against the unpopular levies, was 

gradually converted into a general revolt of indignation and hatred for the British 

rule in Assam. The platform used by the agitated ryots to voice their grievances 

were the raij-mels (peoples assemblies), a time honoured institution of 

Assamese social life. 93 

On 17 September 1861, to voice their grievances, about I, 000 ryots, 

gathered at the Sadar Court and some of them were reported to have forced 

their way into the office of the Deputy CQIDmissioner. The Deputy 

Commissioner, Herbert Sconce, a hot headed man, imposed a fine, and also 

arrested the trespassers for 'riotous and disorderly conduct'. Following this 

another petition was made protesting against the prohibitive order, and also 

praying for no further taxes on betel-nut and pan gardens. The Commissioners 

attitude which was very casual, and also callous to the grievances, convinced the 

ryots of the futility of prayers and protestations. They now determined on a 

much more effective course of action, non-payment of taxes and convening of a 

mel or assembly. 

A raij-mel was held at Phulaguri in October scheduled to be in session for 

five days to ensure participation of men even from the distant villages.94 By the 

15th of October about 1000 (approx.) people had assembled of whom five to 
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six hundred were armed with lathis which increased to three or four thousand 

by the 17th Oct. On receipt of intelligence Sconce sent a police party to disperse 

the crowd which was driven out, informed by the assembly that they had gathered 

to discuss matters of common interest. 95 In another attempt made to break up 

the assembly, the police arrested the leaders, but the mob empowered them and 

rescued the prisoners. 96 On the 18th, Lieutenant Singer as directed by the Deputy 

Commissioner, arrived at Phulaguri to an assembly of over three thousand; armed 

with clubs and lathis. Through a spokesman Jati Kalita, they all reiterated their 

complaints about the ban on opium, tax on incomes and pan, and the attitude of 

the district magistrate. Singer's orders to the crowds to disperse led to a scuffle 

in which he was inadvertently killed and his body thrown into the Kallang. The 

police force accompanying him fled in panic. 

The news of Singers death, created the apprehension of an impending attack 

on N owgong. The magistrate with a small force proceeded to Phulaguri, and 

fired on the crowd with many casualties. The arrival of the commissioner with 

reinforcement and troops from Tezpur and Guwahati, saved the situation within 

a month of the uprising, forty one persons were arrested; Narsingh Lalung and 

eight other peasant tribal leaders were punished with long term imprisonment 

or transportation. 97 Normalcy returned, and the Deputy Commissioner visited 

Neli, Kachuahat, Raha and several other places. 98 'The beginning of a tumult' 

remarked Hopkinson, 'is like the letting out of water, if not stopped at first it 

becomes difficult to do so afterwards, it rises and increases until it overwhelms 

the fairest and most valuable works of man. 99 

The uprising at Phulaguri was the culmination of a large number of deep 

rooted grievances, accentuated by certain acts of omission and commission on 
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part of the Deputy Commissioner of the district. This episode of the people's 

heroic resistance to the increasing tax burden and bureaucratic mindlessness is 

still very much alive in folk memory as the "Phulaguri Dhawa" .100 Although 

vilified by colonial writers as an uprising against bans and imposition of tax, 

nevertheless, it introduced a new era of peasant awakening in Assam. It 

demonstrated the value of mass action and infused a confidence into the 

Assamese ryot, to fight for their rights. From this time onwards the traditional 

popular institution of the raij mel was increasingly resorted to by the Assamese 

people for resisting the enhancement of land revenue that took place 

periodically". 101 This was also indicative that the peoples reaction to the British 

had percolated from the upper orders to the lower and they began to resist the 

changes economic or otherwise. 

Another uprising of a similar kind, was in the Jaintia Hills, against the 
~ 

introduction of the house tax and stamp duty in 1860. The people of the Hills 

hither-to unused to any kind of money-tax in the past protested against the tax. 

The introduction of the Licence Tax in 1862, and attempts at confiscation of 

even ceremonial weapons by force, led to serious outbursts in the same month. 

The Khasi people united and fought with their traditional weapons against the 

Sikh regiments despatched to the Hills. They fought until November 1863. 

Assam Riots: 1894 

Inspite of the growing discontent, the authorities in Calcutta and in Assam, 

continued reassessments and increasing the existing rates of revenue, and also 

the imposition of new taxes. However, it should be noted that in years between 

1861 and 1893 there was hardly any change in the economy of Assam which has 
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made another enhancement of revenue easier for the ryots to bear. Yet, according 

to the British rulers, the land revenue which was very low, needed enhancement 

and that the peasants were in a condition to pay. 102 Thus, according to the Land 

Revenue Reassessment of Assam, conducted under the guidance ofH.Z. Darrah, 

Director, Department of Land Records and Agriculture, Assam, and W.E. Ward, 

the Chief Commissioner of Assam, the land revenue was increased almost cent 

percent. 103 

Table V : Showing Assessment and Re-assessment 

Class of land Rates per Rates laid Rates Rates in 
bigha 1868-9 down in proposed 1893-4 

Resettle-
ment Rules 

1. HOMESTEAD OR GARDEN Re. a. p. Re. a. p. Re. a. p. Re. a. p. 
LAND 

First Class - - 2 0 0 1 6 0 1 6 0 
Second 11 - - 1 0 0 I 8 0 1 4 0 I 4 0 
Third " I 4 0 1 2 0 I 2 0 - -

2. RUPIT 
First Class - - 1 4 0 I 0 0 I 0 0 
Second" - - 0 IO 0 I 0 0 0 14 0 0 14 0 
Third " - - 0 12 0 0 12 0 0 I2 0 

---
3. FARINGATI 

First Class - - 1 0 0 0 14 0 0 12 0 
Second 11 - - 0 8 0 0 12 0 0 I2 0 0 10 0 
Third II - 0 IO 0 0 10 0 0 9 0 -

Compiled from AS., Rev-A 1890; September No. 9-I4; and RAD, 1893; March, No. 30. 

The above table shows the re-assessment rates as compared to the earlier 

rates. The land in the districts ofKamrup, Darrang, Nowgong and Sibsagar was 

classified in first, second and third class lands with vill~ge ·as the unit of 

classification. It is thus evident that there was a cent per cent increase over all 

the earlier rates, and it was held that this could be borne by the ryots. It was held 

that this enhancement would yield a general enhancement for the valley of 16.6 
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lakhs or 53 percent. 104 These changes along with the provisional classification 

of villages led to widespread dissatisfaction that rocked the rural society. 

As soon as the notices for the re-assessment were sent to the peasants, 

memorials and objections began to pour in. All the memorials which were 

accompanied by data showing the impoverishment of the peasantry, pointed to 

one main fact that the peasantry were finding it difficult to pay the existing 

revenue and were in no position to pay the extra demand. 

In the winter of 1893, while on a tour of the Brahmaputra valley, the Chief 

Commissioner received 'loud and numerous' complaints which "afforded a strong 

indication of the temper of the people" .105 The complaints of the ryots were not 

only against the enhanced land revenue but also against the exorbitant prices for 

opium. He also had meetings and discussions, with leading men including 

members of the Jorhat Sarvajanik Sabha. The Sabha in its own meetings between 

October 1892 and February 1893, protested against the Government policy for 

an excessive increase ofrevenue. 106 

The reassessment and the consequent resistance to it found considerable 

publicity in the Bengali press. Papers like Bangavasi, Sahachar, Sanjivani, 

gave wide coverage to the agrarian situation in Assam and the re-assessment and 

criticising the policy of the government in not giving a hearing to the peoples 

objections and going ahead with the revenue collection. 

Memorials, prayers and petitions being in vain, the people of Kamrup and 

Central Assam, organised themselves into specially organised raij-mels, for 

the redress of their grievances at the same time deciding on a no-rent campaign. 
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In December 1893, R.B. Me Cake, though succeeded in inducing ryots of both 

the banks to pay the government demand, found the ryots in the compact areas 

ofPati Darrang, Nalbari, Barama, Bajali and several mouzas ofUpper Barbhag 

and Sarukhetri, adamant. A no-tax campaign was launched by the 'mels' and the 

ryots threatened with fine and excommunication in the event of their paying 

revenue, and also warned against accepting auctioned property from fellow 

villagers. The ryots were told by the government 'If you do not pay your property 

will be attached'. The raij, on the other hand said, 'If you do not pay, you are 

cursed and excommunicated'. 107 The ryot found himself placed between two fires. 

In addition to an exploiting alien bureaucracy, the people found themselves 

at the mercy of exploiting Marwari traders, to whom they had been pledging 

their crops, to get advances for paying the land revenue. The enhanced revenue 

demand, they felt, would push them further into the grip of usurious capital. 

They became agitated not only against the government, but also against the 

Marwari traders. 108 

On the 24 December 1893, following a mel at Belgaon, near Rangia, the 

Rangia Bazar was looted by a crowd of 200 to 250 people, mostly Kacharis. 

destroying the huts of the Bazar, and threatening a 'Marwari shopkeeper, as his 

presence had caused enhancement of revenue'. Similar mels were held throughout 

December and January, all in the mouzas of North Kamrup area, directing people 

not to pay the enhanced rates. On 30 December, a crowd of three thousand, held 

a demonstrations at Rangiya, saved by the timely arrival of Mr. Reilly, A-ssistant 

Superintendent of Police. On 6 January 1894, the Deputy Commissi~ner.lkCake, 

himself came down to Rangiya with an additional force, when the people 

reiterated their demands and the postponement of the collection of revenue, as 
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also the release of the prisoners. To release the fellowmen by force, a group of 

two to three thousand lathi armed people, advanced towards the thana. The 

District Magistrate after an infructous attempt to disperse them by persuasion 

ordered a firing. According to a report, published in the Hindoo Patriot, (5 Feb 

1894 ), there were no casualties at Rangiya. 109 

However, in apprehension of further troubles, security was tightened; 

additional forces were called from Tezpur and Darang, and the Tahsi/dars 
.... 

cutchery was strongly stocked. Rangia, Nalbari, Barama and Bajali, were declared 

disturbed areas. Licensed guns in the storm centres were seized. Meetings of 

the mels were banned. Notices were served on the principal headmen of the 

area, (under section 17 of Act V of 1861), to act for the preservation of peace 

and assist in the collection of revenue. With the return of normalcy by January, 

of the total enhanced demand ofRs. 90,000, Rs. 60,000 was collected in Rangiya. 

In northern Kamrup, the situation remained unaltered, and the me/s at 

Nalbari, Bajali and Barama, continued to be as active as before.U0 On 21 January 

1894, a group of ryots assaulted the Mouzadar and the Manda/, when they tried 

to collect revenue at Lachima in the Sarukhetri mouza. The mandai lost his 

life. Sevonty-five persons arrested in this connection, were forcibly released 

by a 3000 assembly of people. On 24 January, McCake himself arrived a Lachima 

with a force. The next day, he affected the arrest of fifty-nine principal leaders. 

This was soon followed by a mass petition, signed by 600 ryots, who approached 

the magistrate's camp, for the release of their le;tders, and revocation of the 

reassessment order. The crowd finally dispersed, after a bayonet·dtarge was 

ordered. 
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The most tragic incident of the 'Assam Riots' took place at Patharughat in 

the Mangaldoi subdivision on 28 January 1894. The District magistrate ofDarrang 

was in receipt of intelligence that me is were held at Sipajhar, Kalaigaon, and 

Mangaldoi, to protest against the increased rates of revenue. At Patharughat 

thousands of people rallied by squatting on the field facing the rest-house where 

the District Magistrate camped. The ryots in a peaceful demonstration refused 

to disperse unless their demands were met. An Attempt by J .R. Berrington, 

Commandant Frontier Police, accompanying the Magistrate to disperse the 

crowd, was retaliated by throwing clods of earth and bamboo sticks. A bayonet 

charge was ordered and firing opened contim.J.ously, resulting in the death of a 

dozen ryots and many wounded. After these incidents, the resistance movement 

finally petered out in the face of naked repression. The ryots tortured, properties 

destroyed or looted, and the people forced to pay enhanced revenue. 

These uprisings were not without their results. The Government reduced 

the overall initial increase of land revenue to a 32.7 percent of the previous 

demand, and also limited the enhancement for an individual holding to a maximum 

of about 50 percent of the previous rental. This was indeed a victory, although 

partial, for the people. In 1894, the interpellation of Dr. Rashbehari Ghosh 

echoed the robust voices of the raij mels.m 

The 1894 uprisings of the Assamese peasantry were slightly different in 

nature as compared to the earlier uprisings of 1861. The 1861 uprisings were 

not preceded by a period of memorials and petitions and it was in the form of a 

more or less spontaneous peasant rebellion. 112 The enhancement of 1893, 

however, was immediately followed by hundreds of petitions and memorials 

and objections, well argued and substantiated by documents written probably by 
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an educated class and not by the illiterate ryots. Thus, in 1893, the peasantry in 

Assam had the support of a new group of people, the educated middle class, and 

the non-cultivating land-owners, emerged to fight for their own interests. 

The popular uprisings were considered by the press 'as a very serious affair' 

and the manner of suppressing them was regarded as even more serious. 113 The 

Assamese peasantry reacted to the new regime with mixed feelings. The British 

measures at restoration of law. and order, appeared to them as a welcome 
.,. 

phenomenon, after half-a-century of chronic political chaos. The increasing 

strains of the progressive enhancement of land revenue and other taxes, along 

with the accompanying monetization process that was suddenly enforced, was 

disastrous in its impact. In the given transitional situation of a deficient currency 

supply and limited marketing facilities for farm products, the ryots failure to 

secure cash to pay the taxes, caused hardship and resentment. The resulting 

peasant struggle, uniting the entire peasantry and a section of the non-cultivating 

landowners, had a big impact on the contemporary Assamese society. And the 

initiative and leading role was taken by the Brahmans, Mahantas, Dolo is, the 

non-cultivating landowners, and the traditional rural elite. The active participation 

in the uprisings however came from the poor and hard-pressed ryots. 114 

Demographic change and its impact 

The administrative and economic changes that followed in the wake of the 

British occupation of Assam, resulted in a steady increase in population. An 

accurate data before 1826 is not possible due to lack of statistical records. In 

1829, the population was estimated at 83,000 people. 115 In the early days of the 

Company's rule, the administrative confusion, oppression and extortion, had 
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reduced the number, according to Pemberton, to less than seven lakhs.116 In 1853, 

according to the figures supplied by the district officers to Mills, the population 

of Assam proper, including Goalpara exceeded 12 lakhs, rising to 15 lakhs in 

1872.117 

Table VI : Area and Population of Assam Proper 

Area in Density 

District sq.m. Population per sq.m. 
(as of (as of 1901 
1901) 1872 1881 1891 1901 

Kamrup 3,858 561,861 644,~0 634,249 589,187 153 
Darrang 3,418 235,720 273,012 307,440 337,313 99 
Nowgong 3,843 260,238 314,893 347,307 261,160 68 
Sibsagar 4,996 317,799 392,545 480,659 597,969 120 
Lakhimpur 4,529 121,267 179 893 254 053 371,396 88 
Total 20,644 !1,496,705 1,805,303 2,023,708 2,157,025 106 

SOURCE : East Bengal and Assam Administration Report, 1905 - 6. Pre-1901 figures 
given here do not necessarily tally with the original census reports, because of 
subsequent official revision. Also, in Imperial Gazetteer of India, VI - 120. 

The growth in population, as seen from the above table showed an upward 

trend from 1853 onwards. The population of the whole province including the 

Surma Valleys and the Hill areas also showed an upward trend as evident from 

the table below. 

Table VII: Population of the Province of Assam (in Thousands) 

(Excludin2 Maaiour. but includin2 the Khasi States) 
Brahmaputra Valley Surma Valley Hili Districts Province: 
(6 districts including (2 districts in- (excluding N. Total 
the Mikir Hills) eluding the Cachar and 

North Cachar Mikir Hills) 
Hills) 

1872 1.917 1,955 291* 4162 
1881 2.251 2,285 372* 4.908 
1891 2476 2543 459* 5.478 
1901 2,618 2,700 525* 5,842 

SOURCE : Figures for 1872 are from Statistical Abstract relating to British India from 
1868- 9 to 1877- 8, No. 13, p. 9. Rest from Census of India, 1931, Assam 
Part H. Table and Census of India, 1941, Vol. 9. 

324 



The most important primary factor responsible for the demographic change, 

was the breakdown of isolation, hitherto prevalent under the old rulers, and the 

opening up of the country to outsiders. As already stated, the necessity of 

administration, led to the influx of servicemen in the form of clerks, omlahs, 

officials etc. into the country, after the failure of the initial experiment of 

administering the country with the local officials. Besides, the scope of service 

and trade, and the development of the plantation sector, with coal and petroleum 

industries, and the growth and development in communication, were largely 
..-

responsible for the growth in population. 

Until the beginning of a still bigger population movement from East-Bengal 

to Assam, tea remained the biggest factor responsible for immigration. As evident 

from the above table, the faster rate of population growth in Sibsagar and 

Lakhimpur was largely due to the continuous immigration in the wake of the tea 

industry. As early as 1860's, the scarcity oflocallabour, led to large-scale labour 

recruitment from the densely populated areas in other parts oflndia. 118 1n 1872, 

imported labour on tea gardens alone was estimated at 40,000; and the total 

number of non-indigenous people including them at some 80,000 or so in a 

population of 1,496 thousands. By 1881, the non-indigenous estimate increased 

to about three lakhs in a population of 1,805 thousandsY9 In 1891, the 

approximate number of immigrants were over four lakhs, or 83 percent and seven 

percent of the total population of the province. In 1901, it rose to over six lakhs. 

Besides the plantation sector, there was an increasing inflow oflabour recruited 

to the railway constructions as well as to the petroleum industry in parts of the 

province. Immigration from outside apart, there was also some internal inter

district migration from Kamrup and Mangaldoi to the tea districts. 
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Thus, there was an increase in the non-indigenous population from less 

than one lakh, in 1872, to six lakhs ( approx.) in 1901. But on the other hand, the 

indigenous Assamese population which had been growing during the years 1872 

- 81, remained stagnant or even decreased, during the 20 years before 190 1. 

Between 1881 and 1891 according to the census reports, the indigenous 

population decreased to 5.4 percent, and between 1891 - 1901 to 6.4 percent. 

The main reason behind this decrease was the black fever (Kalazar) epidemic. 

It first appeared in the district of Goal para in 1883, entered Assam proper in 

1888, and spread throughout the length and breadth of the country. Between 

1881 - 91, the population of Goal para decreased 18 percent and that of Kamrup 

decreased 7.1 percent, in Mangaldoi by 9 percent, and in Nowgong by 24.8 

percent. The tea districts were however the least affected; the population in 

Lakhimpur and Sibsagar, actually increased by 46.1 percent, and 24.4 percent 

respectively, between 1891 and 1901. The influx of immigrants more than 

neutralised the decline in the indigenous population. The population-mix thus 

underwent a substantial ethnic redistribution. 120 

Table VIII : Showing the Composition of Population : Assam Proper 

1891 (%) 1901 (%) 

Total Population 2023,708 (100) 2157,025 (100) 

Indigenous Hindu 
1584,027 (78.3) 1504,847 (67.8) 

Castes and Tribals 

The Rest 439,681 (21.7) 652,178 (32.2) 

SOURCE : ASSAM CENSUS REPORT, 1901 [104), 29-30 

The pull of the plantation sector, coupled with other factors, brought two 
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big demographic changes during the three decades ending 1901- (i) a shift in 

the ethnic composition of the people and (ii) a change in the spatial distribution 

over the districts. It is evident from the table (VIII) that the proportion of the 

indigenous Hindu castes and tribes in the total population came down from 100 

percent in the pre-British days to 78.3 percent in 1881, and to 67.8 percent in 

1901. The non-indigenous population constituted one-quarter of the population 

of Assam in 190 1. People born outside the province constituted a quarter in 

Darrang and Sibsagar, and two-fifths in Lakhimpur, in 1901. At the same time 

only 39 percent ofLak:himpur's total population returned as having Assamese as 

their mother-tongue. As regards the spatial distribution of population, till 190 1, 

the density increased more rapidly in the tea districts than in other areas. 121 

The demographic changes, with its shifts in the composition and distribution 

of population had its effects on the economy of the province. The immigrant 

population were mostly from the tribal tracts, and absorbed as labour or tenants 

in the plantations. The tenants who took to cultivation of ordinary crops, were 

poor with backward techniques and serf-like social status. Thus the indigenous 

peasant economy, failed to respond adequately to the increasing demand for 

grain from the plantation sector, due to an acute man-power shortage. 

As such by the middle of the nineteenth century Assam proper had become 

a deficit area in food grains. In 1873, the annual rice imports were estimated at 

abo1:1t three lakhs, while in the eighties and nineties, the rice imports from Bengal 

into the Brahmaputra valley, ranged from four to five lakh maunds per year. 122 

Thereafter the net import of rice exceeded seven lflkh maunds. Although the 

deficit was marginal about less than 2o/o, the tendency was a pointer. The 

increasing inflow of recruits to the plantations and railways, led to rising prices 
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of rice as against the falling prices of tea and salt as shown in the table below 

(IX&X). On one hand the plantation workers worked under stationary or even 

falling wages, while prices and wages outside the plantation were rising. (table 

-XI). As such, many labourers, on expiry of their contract or even before, 

preferred to settle on the wastelands as independent peasants, or find refuge in 

the Assamese villages as agricultural labour. 

Table IX : Showing the Comoaritive Prices of Tea and Rice 

1891 1893 1895 1897 1899 1901 

Rice 136.9 174.8 138.0 225.2 127.6 184.7 

Tea 65 62 71 54 52 51 

SOURCE : Same as below. 

Table X: Showing Average price index of rice, salt and tea 1861 to 1901 

(Base year 1973: Average of all prices= 100) 

Average of Prices : (Kamrup, Average of maximum 
4-year period Nowgong, Lakhimpur, and prices of Indian Pekoe 

Goalpara taken together) tea quoted in Calcutta 
Rice Salt 

1861 -64 96.71 94.87 
1865-68 116.52 104.82 
1869- 72 105.47 98.58 
1874 -77 136.87 97.65 113.50 
1878- 81 144.89 93.75 113.25 
1882- 85 124.20 68.35 92.25 
1886-89 117.04 73.81 68.75 
1890-93 153.08 78.72 63.25 
1894-97 174.63 77.88 67.50 
1898- 1901 153.45 75.91 51.50 

SOURCE : Processed from, "Prices and Wages in India", 19th Issue 2-3, 80-81 and 
230. 
In 1873, average price of rice was 18.60 seers per rupee and that of salt 7.20 
seers per rupee. The price of tea (Indian Pekoe) per pound, in the same year, 
was 1Re.2 As. 
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Table XI : Average monthly wage of agricultural and plantation labour 

Wage of able- Index of Wage of Index of 
bodied agri- the previous Cachari the previous 

Year cultural labour column Year labour at column 
in Lakhimpur (Base: 1873) the Salonah (Base: 1870) 
(in Rupees) Tea Plant-

ation,Nowgon! 
district(in Rs.) 

1873 9.37 100 1870 5.83 100 
1874-77 6to 9 77 1880 6.50 111 
1878-81 7to 10 93 1890-92 " " 
1882-85 7to 15 101 

'C 
1893 5.90 102 

1886-89 7to 10 92 1894 " II 

1890-93 8to 10 95 1900 4.80 82 
1894-97 8to 11 100 1901-02 " " 
1898-1901 8to 12 104 

SOURCE : Processed from Prices and Wages in India, 19th issue 264-82, 319. 
Wage of Cachari labour includes all allowances. In hoeing, full wage was earned on completion 

of light hoeing work of 20 nulls a day. 

Moreover, the gap between the income stream accrued and the income 

disbursed within the province increasingly widened. Not only was the surplus 

remitted abroad to UK in the form of high dividends, and transferred savings 

from individually high salaries, but also a part of the wages were remitted outside 

the province. These remittances of the migrant workers were carried on one 

hand by themselves on their return and also by way of postal money orders. 123 

Table XII : Showing the postal money orders remitted from Assam 

Selected Year Money Money Money Money Money 

1880-81 
1885 - 86 
1897-98 
1904-05 

Source: 

orders orders orders orders outflow 
issued issued paid paid through 
within within n n money 
Assam Assam Assam Assam orders 
(no.) (Value) (No.) (Value) (Value) 

v., R~:: Rc:: 

43,680 134,613 11,738 45,800 88,813 
144,003 349,581 52,089 141,459 208,122 
394,577 926,704 124,413 405,581 521,123 
532,174 9787,328 204,010 4982,697 4804,631 

Worked out from data in Financial and Commercial Statistics of British India, 6th 
Issue (1899), 290-6; Ibid, 13th Issue (1907), 258 and 264. 
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The inflow of the non-indigenous ethnic groups, as the Marwari traders, 

and Bengali professionals, was owing to the demand for trading, clerical, skilled 

and even unskilled services. The influx of the outsiders, also increased the 

demand for a variety of goods not produced locally, as wheat flour, edible oil, 

ghee, refined sugar, shoes and piece goods etc. These goods could not be 

produced by the domestic market, which was not large enough to produce them 

profitably either with traditional or imported technique. As such the surplus 

retained within the industries for self financed horizontal expansion, was spent 

on imported goods and services. 124 Thus, the benefits to the indigenous sector 

of the economy was only marginal. 

By 1901, the economy of Assam proper had developed all the 

characteristics of a dual economy. There was a serious imbalance between the 

fast growing modern sector comprising the plantations, coal-mines, oil-fields 

and the associated developments, on the one hand, and the near stagnant, 

traditional agricultural sector on the other. This cleavage between the traditional 

subsistence sector, and the capital-intensive highly monetised sector were the 

result of the British rule in Assam. 

Yet, the large scale migration of outsiders made Assam the meeting place 

of divergent cultures. Food habits, dress, life-styles all began to show distinct 

changes under the influence of outsiders. Influence of western culture was 

evident specially among the people who began to give up the dhoti and chapkan 

for trousers, shirts, hats and shoes. Chairs, tables, etc. began to replace the stool 

murah and mats. There were also an importation of rites like the Puja festivals, 

and Jatras. Thus the influx of outsiders also affected the social life of the people. 

Thus, inspite of the stagnancy in the traditional economy, the society began to 
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show signs of readjustment and an acceptance of the changes that came. 

Effects on the Standard of living 

The changes brought about by the British rule in Assam, though by and 

large momentous, in many ways did not bring about much of a change, either in 

the livelihood or the standard ofliving of the Assamese peasantry. The Assamese 

lived on a subsistence economy. There was hardly any accumulation of wealth, 

cultivable land being abundant, and no attempt was made even by the government 

for the improvement of agriculture, commerce or manufactures to raise the 

standard of living of the masses. In fact, even after the advent of the British, 

there was not much change in the mode of living. They continued a race of 

agriculturists, not concerned much with wholesale trade and industry. Under the 

colonial rulers, the trade was monopolised by the Marwaris and the profits from 

the huge investments in railways and operations in coal-beds, oil-fields, and 

tea-garden, passed into the hands of the non-Assamese in the form of wages or 

profits of the capital. These changes just touched the fringes of the indigenous 

life, content as they were to live as a cultivator. 

Thus, the standard of living of an Assamese cultivator was poor, though 

they were above poverty line, and very few were moderately affluent. There was 

not much change either in the dwellings or the internal amenities in a peasant 

household. Modem methods of cement and brick construction, or the modem 

furniture and equipments had not entered the life of the Assamese people. Even 

the mode of dressing continued as before. The change in dress habits, that are 

mentioned, were more among the affluent or upper classes of the Assamese 

society who had come under the influence of the modem west. By the 1870s 
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however, Hunter refers to a growing demand even among the villages for 

imported cotton cloths, blankets and ready made coats. 125 

Food habits also did not change among the indigenous people. Rice 

continued as before, the staple food, with pulses, vegetables, meat, fowl and 

fish. A habit adopted from the foreigners was that of drinking tea which, became 

common among the middle classes. Other habits adopted were those of tobacco, 

cigarettes and spurious liquor. 

An idea on the changing standards of living could be had from the cost of 

living of various peoples in the society. In the 1870s the cost of living of a 

middle class household at Sibsagar was estimated at Rs. 45, that of a shopkeeper 

at Lakhimpur was Rs. 22 per month; while that of a Muhamedan well to - do 

peasant was Rs. 24. However P.R.T. Gurdon, Commissioner of Assam Valley 

Division was of the opinion that the material condition of the people and standard 

of living had appreciably improved. They lived in better houses, dressed better 

and spent more on luxuries and ceremonies. 126 But, the Assistant Commissioner 

Jorhat reported, that there was no change in the condition of the people. The 

Assamese failed to take advantage of the material improvements in the province 

and preferred to live from hand to mouth. 'Akalo Nai Bharalu Nai' (neither 

famine nor granary) became the Assamese way oflife. "What the people consider 

themselves as comfort is only a condition free from want, with sufficient opium 

and pan - tamul". 127 Thus there was not much change or an increase in the use of 

luxury goods; imported cotton fabrics, shoes, umbrellas, taking precedence over 

the indigenous eri and muga fabrics, or japis only among a limited section of 

the population. 

332 



Rise of the Middle Class 

A direct consequence of the establishment of a new economy, new type of 

state system and state administrative machinery, and the spread of new education 

during the British rule, was the emergence of new social classes. 128 As in the 

rest of India, more particularly in Bengal, the emergence of the middle class in 

Assam was the direct result of the British contact. An essentially urban 

concept, 129 it shifted the balance in the relationship of various classes. The growth 

of the middle class was due to a two-fold process : the destruction of the old 

ruling class which was the direct result of the British conquest, and the rise of 

new social groups such as merchants, businessmen, petty government servants, 

land holding class and the group of the intelligentsia due to the establishment of 

British administration, western education and capitalist economy. 130 Assam, 

which was administered until1874, as an integral part of the Bengal Presidency, 

witnessed the modest growth of a middle class. 

The British rule in Assam had caused the destruction of the old ruling 

classes, at the same time making the existence of the high caste society 

precarious. The big land holders who had survived quickly shifted their loyalty 

to the new regime, availing themselves of modern education and other 

opportunities brought by the new regime. The Mouzadars, government servants 

and men of profession rose from these landholding families with a high - caste 

background. The other few soon acquired land, and enlarged the class of land 

holders. It was thus, composed of two sections - one backward looking with old 

roots and values, the other forward looking striking new roots and acquiring. 

new values. The former called dangariyas and the latter babus, were mostly 

found amongst the early Assamese tea planters. It is from these landholding 
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classes, that the core of the modem Assamese middle class was born. 

Ag~ it were these land-holding classes, who first availed the opportunities 

of western education, both within and outside Assam. With the spread of 

education there emerged the upper middle class elite in and around the district 

and subdivisional headquarters. They occupied posts of public servants and 

salaried employees. Anundoram Barooah was the fifth Indian and the first 

Assamese ever to be a member of the Indian Civil Service. Likewise Bolinarayan 

Bora (1852- 1927), competed for the Gilchrist scholarship in Calcutta, in 1872, 

and after completing his training in England joined the Engineering Service. 

Zalnur Ali Ahmed and Sibram Bora, joined the Indian Medical Service, while 

Manick Chandra Barooah started his business career as a Timber and Tea merchant 

and after a meteoric rise and fall in business, settled down as a modest tea planter. 

The Assamese middle-class elite, articulate as they had become, armed 

with western education, soon took over the mantle of leadership from the official 

aristocracy. The earliest representative was Haliram Dhekial Phukan, who held 

the office of the Sub-Assistant, the highest thrown ·open to an Assamese. He 

advocated commercial and cultural contacts with Bengal, and opening up of 

Assam. His son, Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, a product of the Hindu College 

Calcutta, in articles like 'Jnglendar Vibaran', in the Orunodoi, and more 

particularly in his observations in the Mills Report, tried to awaken the Assamese 

people towards progress and development. 131 Bolinarayan Bora, through his 

mouthpiece, The Mau, tried to enlighten the Assamese to secure better jobs. 132 

Others like Manick Chandra Barooah and Jagannath Barna, urged the urgency of 

the development of the resources of Assam. 
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It was also from these higher-caste groups, with a background of modem 

education, that the first stratum of the Assamese business community was drawn. 

They belonged to the land-holding, service holder or lawyer families. Their main 

investments were in the tea business, and their production was market-oriented. 

Mention may be made of men like Haribilas Agarwal a, Bisnuram Barua, Manick 

Ch. Barooah, Jagannath Barooah, Ghanasyam Barooah, Kali Prasad Chaliha, 

Radhakanta Handique and others. 133 This bourgeois stratum, was enlightened and 

enterprising and provided a leadership to the Assamese society in every field. 

Most of these men were closely associated with the political activities of 

the time. The Jorhat Sarvajanik Sabha, was founded in 1875, at the initiative 

of Jagannath Barooah, who remained its vice-president from 1887 to 1892. 

Devicharan Barua was its secretary for about seventeen years since 1890. The 

Jorhat Sarvajanik Sabha, became the mouthpiece of the educated Assamese. The 

Sabha submitted various memorials, for the prohibition of opium, 134 as also to 

ameliorate the condition of the ryots. This and later organisations became 

common platforms to espouse the cause of the ryots by the enlightened section. 

During the period of agrarian unrest, from 1892-93, the Sabha held meetings 

protesting against the government policy of' excessive increase of revenue'. 

Another organisation with a wide base in the village was the Tezpur Ryot 

Sabha, founded in 1884, by men like Haribilas Agarwala, merchant planter of 

Assamese birth, Lakshmikanta Barkakati - manager of sawmills, and Lambodar 

Bora, a lawyer. In 1887, they built the Tezpur Town Hall with subscriptions 

from many peasants. Other middle class organisations like the Shillong 

Associations, Nowgong Ryot Sabha, protested against the fiscal measures of 

the government and sought redress for the grievances of the ryots. 135 Evidences 
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show that the raijmels which gave leadership to the peasant rebellions had a 

considerable amount of support from the nascent Assamese middle class. 

In the wake of these local associations, the Assamese middle-class began 

to participate in valley-wide political organisations. The impact of the Indian 

National Congress was widely felt. The Congress sessions at Calcutta in 1886, 

at Madras in 188 7, Allahabad in 1892, were well represented by the Assamese 

elites like Kalikanta Barkakati, Devicharan Barua, Gopinath Bordoloi, Satyanath 

Bora, Radhanath Changkakati, Lakshmikanta Barkakati and others. 136 Much 

enthusiasm was infused, and the demands of the Congress like separate 

legislature councils, raising the age of the ICS examinations were reiterated in 

their meetings at various places in Assam. Like the moderates, the Assamese 

elite too had faith on the justice and liberalism of the British government and 

put forward demands for a good government for economic, political and cultural 

improvement. Through prayers, petitions and memorials, they, put forward their 

immediate objectives like lowering of taxes, replacement of Assamese for 

Bengali in courts and schools, higher education, and larger employment of 

Assamese in public offices. The Assam Association which began in 1882, with 

headquarters at Sibsagar, was formed afresh in 1903, with Manick Chandra 

Barooah and others to spearhead the Congress movement in Assam. With the 

Association a new phase of constitutional agitation in Assam was ushered in. 

The Assamese middle class, thus directed their attention to specific 

problems of the province, and played a significant role in the nationalist 

movement from its very inception. The Assam Banti and the Times of Assam 

edited by Radhanath Changkakoti, became their mouthpiece. The middle class 

in Assam, like their counterparts in the rest of India, became the spokesman of 
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the entire society. Assuming the leadership of the masses, advocating resource 

and indigenous capitalist development, forming an alliance for the first time 

between the literary and business class, they dominated the society. Politics 

became the rallygrmmd for the middle class intellegentsia and business classes. 

All the above mentioned evidences point to the thought that the Assamese 

middle classes which was at its nascent stage in the mid-nineteenth century, 

played a progressive role in the Assamese society. Although it played a 

sympathetic role in the peasant rebellions, it continued to play a compromising 

role because of the pull of the British capital and its own economic insecurity. 

Since British rule and English education were responsible for its birth, the 

general consensus was that the British rule would be necessary for a long time 

for the good of the region. Even their mouthpiece the 'Mau' was pro-European 

and pro-planter on the question of the Coolie labourers, and published anonymous 

articles on the benefits of the plantation economy. However, there were many 

among the middle class in general, namely Lakshminath Bezbarua, 137 who 

opposed this attitude. 

It was thus evident that there were many conflict and contradictions within 

the class itself in the nineteenth century. In the early part , the attitude of the 

middle class intelligentsia to social reforms and other changes in the Assamese 

society were the results of the reformist trends on the lines of the Bengal 

Renaissance. A large section of the Assamese middle class welcomed the 

immigration of production labour and skill into the province, and was of the 

opinion that economic progress was feasible only with he increase of population 

and a return to normality. Traditional Assamese culture- dress, manners etc. 

began to undergo rapid changes specially in the townships under the changing 
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influences specially from Bengal. These changes were regarded by men like 

Gunabhiram and Bolinarayan as inevitable and necessary. 138 Whereas, as early 

as 184 7, Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, 139 attributed the influence of Bengal to be 

responsible for changes in the simple Assamese life - the less rigid caste system, 

the widow remarriage, and the simple non-Brahmin marriage rites were being 

progressively replaced by the rigorous caste system of Bengal, the rigidity against 

widow remarriage and elaborate sastric rituals respectively. Again, although by 

and large, the new elite made a common front with the proprietary peasants on 

all common issues against the rulers, there were some like Bolinarayan Bora, 

who frowned on this fraternization, adopting a pro-British stance. It can thus, be 

concluded at this point that the Assamese middle class was a result of the British 

colonial rule in the region, and was struggling to establish its role as a dominant 

section in the society in the last part of the nineteenth century in Assam. 

Thus, the administrative and economic policies of the British rulers, brought 

into focus various important factors. Firstly, the economic policies of the British 

retarded the natural growth of the economy of the region, and created 

dissatisfaction among all classes of the people. The reactions of the people 

manifested itself in resistance movements against the colonial rulers. The fading 

royalty and the aristocratic class were the first to seek redress for their 

grievances, through rebellions, and failing, realised and accepted their position 

as a spent force in the new order. They resigned themselves to adjust to their 

new position. In the post-mutiny period, the enhancements of land revenue, which 

was unjustified in the context of the economic condition of Assam affected the 

peasants directly and brought the support of a large section of the Assamese 

society. Thus, the reactions to the British rule, which earlier was restricted to 

the higher orders had percolated to the lower orders of the society. This in turn 
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led to the growth and development of new sections in the society, and a class of 

educated people, the middle class, emerged to play a dominant role in almost 

all aspects of the society. And lastly, the, economic development, which came 

with the growth of tea, mineral oil etc., although it just touched the fringes of 

the society, and led to a wholesale immigration, triggered a whole lot of changes 

which saw the province in a phase of transition, where many elements from the 

past fought for survival with the modem concepts and ideas which were imposed 

by the colonial government. 
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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, 

350 



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. 

354 



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, 
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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 
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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. 

368 



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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APPrNDIX A 

Statement showing the revenue account in Lower and Upper Assam in the early years of British occupation (BSPC) 1828 ~ 23 May, No. 33 : see 
the statement on 5 May, also BPC 1831 ~ 10 June, Nos. 15-7) 

Year 

1824-5 
1826-7 
1825-7 

1825-6 
1826-7 
1827-8 
1828-9 
1829-30 
1830-1 

LOWER ASSAM 

Assessment Cha!Xes of<;Q!Iection (m) Remissions (n) 

1, 71824 
2,87,683 
3,00,383 

1,39,162 
1,45,833 
1,43,268 
1,53,835 
X 
X 

17,019 
37,397 
51,374 

28,395 
32,520 
28,395 
38,572 
X 
X 

X 
28,376 
33,378 

UPPER ASSAM 

24,300 
26,391 
27,948 
11,250 
X 
X 

Receipts 

1, 18,723 
2,02,061 
1,78,686 

28,058 
46,073 
38,835 
78,452 
90,060 
89,465 

Disbursements 

29,538 
92,513 
1,25,015 

27,834 
40,731 
61,695 
36,166 
53,922 
54,883 

(m) In Lower Assam the charges were generally on the gross collections; the kheldars received in Upper Assam a commission to the extent 
of27% of the assessment; but when they were replaced in 1829-30 by the tahsildars the charges were reduced to 2% of the collections. 

'(n) By rent-free grants or in money to the members of the royal family, ex-nobles and notables, 

(i) 



APPrNDIX B 
Comparative statement showing Foreign Trade of Assam 

EXPORTS 

KANDAHAR GOAL PARA LAKHIMPUR SIBSAGAR 
( 1809) ( 1852) ( 1852) ( 1852) 

Commodities Quantity Value Quantity Value Quantity Value Quantity Value 

Lac (raw) 10,000 mds Rs. 35,000 7000 mds Rs.36,750 

Silk Muga (raw) 65mds Rs. 11,350 600 mds (?) Rs. 2,622 (?) 385 mds Rs. 51,850 315 mds Rs. 50,400 

Silk cloth Rs. 17,500 4000 pieces Rs. 16,000 1,050 pieces Rs. 1,050 

Silk Eria 3,000 pieces Rs. 6,000 

Munjit Rs. 500 2500 mds Rs. 9,375 500 mds Rs. 8,000 

Pepper (black) Rs. 500 

Pepper (long) Rs. 300 400 mds Rs. 4,200 

Cotton 7,00 mds Rs. 35,000 50,000mds Rs.l, 75,000 600 mds Rs. 1,800 12,609 mds Rs. 36,500 

Ivory Rs.l6,500 100 mds Rs. 18,750 25 mds Rs. 3,750 17mds Rs. 2,550 

Bell-metal vessel Rs. 1,500 

Mustard seed 15,000 mds Rs. 20,000 400,000 mds Rs. 824.000 7,000 mds Rs. 6,000 17,000 mds Rs. 17,000 

Iron-hoes Rs. 2,000 

Thaikol-fruit (?) Rs. 600 

Slaves Rs. 2,000 

( ii) 



IMPORTS 

KANDAHAR GOAL PARA LAKHIMPUR SIBSAGAR 
( 1809) ( 1852) ( 1852) ( 1852) 

Commodities Quantity Value Quantity Value Quantity Value Quantity Value 

Salt 35,000 mds Rs.1,92,500 100,000 mds Rs.3, 70,000 7,910 mds Rs.35,000 25,000 mds Rs.1, 12,000 

Pulses Rs. 800 (?) 50,000 mds Rs.1,50,000 2.295 mds Rs. 3,874 

Ghee 100 mds Rs. 1,600 1,000 mds Rs. 20,000 Rs. 7,200 391 mds Rs. 8,266 

Sugar Rs. 1,000 2,000 mds Rs. 20,000 Rs. 9,050 267 mds Rs. 2,136 

Jewels and pearls Rs. 5,000 

Stone and coral beads Rs. 3,000 1,150tolas Rs. 2,875 

Cutlery etc. Rs. 500 Rs. 80,000 Rs. 22,072 Rs. 10,000 

Spices Rs. 1,000 Rs. 10,000 165 14 mds Rs. 2,141 

Paints Rs. 500 

Copper Rs. 4,800 

Red lead Rs. 1,000 

Cloths of all kinds Rs.2,00,000 Rs. 24,441 (?) (?) 

English Woollens Rs. 2,000 

Tafetas Rs. 2,000 

Muslin Rs. 10,000 

Kingkhap Rs. 500 

Satin Rs. 1,000 

Gold and Silver clothes Rs. 1,000 

Shells Rs. 100 Rs. 2,650 

Rubies Rs. 1,250 

(iii) 



Iron and Steel goods 4,000 mds Rs. 12,000 Rs. 4,395 1,378 mds Rs. 5,736 

Rice (fine) 100,000 mds Rs. 1,00,000 Rs. 10,000 800mds Rs. 1,400 

Musstard oil 4,000 mds Rs. 32,000 Rs. 6.467 1,640 mds Rs. 11,480 

Tobacco 4,000 mds Rs. 16,000 870 mds Rs. 4,350 

Wheat 2,000 mds Rs. 2,500 750 mds Rs. 1,125 

Molasses 4,000 mds Rs. 10,000 650 mds Rs. 1,300 

Opium (Abkari) (?) (?) 60mds Rs. 24,000 

Dried fruits 35 Y2 mds Rs. 327 

Supari 55 mds Rs. 385 

Gram 2,295 mds Rs. 3,874 

Sugar Candy 55 mds Rs. 1,100 

Jute 165 mds Rs. 412 

Jute goods 2,000Nos Rs. 150 

Brass vessels etc. Rs. 22,072 250mds Rs. 10,000 

Vermillion Rs. 210 

Wax-Candles 5 mds Rs. 400 

Guns Rs. 160 

Amber ear-ornaments 350 pieces Rs. 1,400 

Printed Calico, 
silk and miscellaneous 
clothes Rs. 6,113 

Medicine (English) Rs. 100 

Brushes 
Rs. 100 

English Stores Rs. 1,917 

Salt-petre, sulphur, Rs. 556 
camphor etc. 

Dye wood 2mds Rs. 168 

(iv\ 



Glass beads Rs. 1,700 
Gold and Silver wires and 

gold Mohurs Rs. 1,025 

Iron-pots and apoons Rs. 950 
Cocoanuts Rs. 1,180 

Stationary Rs. 1,650 

Umbrella 120 pieces Rs. 20 

Sandals 2500 paris Rs. 1,000 
Shoes 
Looking-glass, 

glass,earthenware and 
Rs. 625 cutlery 

Soap 80mds Rs. 400 
Hubbies-Bubble and 

5200Nos Small Hookahs Rs. 680 

Mats 150 Nos Rs. 150 

Charis 100 Nos Rs. 200 
Powder, shot and 

Rs. 500 
Lead 

Books Rs. 120 

Tools etc. Rs. 630 
--

Rs. 2,28,3000 Rs. 10,22,500 Rs.1,18,525 Rs.2,34,985* 

*Compiled form Hamilton; An Account of Assam, p. 46; Mills : Report on Assam, consult report on Goalpara, paras 10-1, Lakhimpur, 
para 33, Sibsagar, Appendix B. 

(v) 



APPfNDIX C 

(i) The State of Higher Education in Assam 1869- 81 

1869 1870 1871 1872 1873 1874 1875 1876 1877 1878 1879 1880 1881 

Entrance Appeared 15 23 14 10 14 15 30 18 25 21 23 28 33 

Passed 9 13 5 3 7 5 6 6 10 4 9 16 14 

0 
F.A. Appeared 2 6 10 5 5 2 1 Figures not available 

Passed 1 4 3 0 0 0 0 

Compiled form the Report on the Administration of the Province of Assam 1874- 82 

(vi) 



(ii) Statement showing the progress of Higher Education in Assam from 1893 to 1900 

1893-94 1894-95 1895-96 1896-97 1897-98 1898-99 1899-1900 

Entrance Passed from the 33 28 45 32 51 
Examination Assam Valley -

Passed from the 49 51 63 63 64 69 
Surma Valley 

Total appeared 145 163 150 171 148 170 178 

Total passed 84 92 103 117 103 127 123* 

Percentage 57.93 36.44 68.66 68.42 69.59 74.07 69.00 

•!• For the first time on record, the number of successful candidates from the Government and aided schools in the Brahmaputra Valley equalled 
the number from the same classes of schools in the Surma Valley, and of the 53 successful candidates from the Brahmaputra Valley no less 
than 44 were Assamese. This is very satisfactory result and it may be expected that; with the establishment of a second-grade college at 
Gauhati, there will be still greater progress. 
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1893-94 1894-95 1895-96 1896-97 1897-98 1898-99 1899-1900 

First Arts Passed from the 
6 5 9 6 5 8 7 Examination Assam Valley 

Passed from the • 17 18 21 13 14 14 21 Surma Valley 

Passed from Assam but not the 
4 12 12 13 10 12 16 natives of the Province 

Total passed 27 35 42 32 29 34 44 

-
B.A. Passed from the 

1 3 4 2 3 0 4 Examination Assam Valley 

Passed from the 
8 13 16 6 4 4 5 

/ ; ':"',~"'-
Surma Valley 

' \.,~ Passed from Assam but not the : ' ~ ' . 
6 9 , ... , .· .. >).) 8 6 2 2 6 

natives of the Province .. 
•/ 

-~ ·""'"'" 

Total passed 17 22 22 10 13 10 18 

Report on the Administration of the Province of Assam 1899- 1900 

(viii) 


