
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 

(i) 



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

progression and regression have been critically analysed. 
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