
CHAPTER- SEVEN 

YEARS OF UNREST AND IRRITATION: 

1862-92 

A critical study of the political History of Assam during the period stretching 

from 1862-1892 will tend us to believe that after 1861, there was no outburst of the 

peasants except a mild bubble in Nowgong in 1868-69. But that does not mean that they 

reconciled to the British rule. About three decades elapsed without any notable 

disturbance despite having enormous scope. The three decades (1862-92) provided the 

main-strength to the peasant-uprisings of 1893-94 and the freedom struggle in Assam. 

But in no case, there was a movement in Assam for the freedom of the province 

foreign yoke1
• It developed in later years. The English educated native did not demand 

freedom but only wanted the wrongs of government to be rectified during this period. 

In fact, there are several reasons behind this type of conspicuous silence of the 

common people as well as the leaders. Despite having enormous scope, the peasants and 

the mass people remained silent during the period of 1862-92. The following observation 

may provide us with an idea about the issue: 

For three decades, there was no occurrence of serious movement in Assam ·

cause was that the people still then did not want freedom from the British rule. They 

wanted only the change of their master's outlook and behaviour. 

The people, in general, groaned under economic hardship after 1861 and because 

of that, they probably could not think of another revolt like 1861. 

The peasants of 1861 faced the British might and machinery and could not forget 

that dreadful memory for several decades. They never sought its repetition. Moreover, 

they considered their traditional mode of warfare inferior to that of the British and waited 

- for the best time. 

After the mutiny of the sepoys in 1857-58, there emerged leadership crisis in 

Assam. Absence of Maniram Dewan was terribly felt and had there been charismatic 

leaders like him during this period, probably silence would have broken. 
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There was lack of well-organized association to lead the mass people. Though 

there was Raijmel to mobilize the peasants, it failed due to the inept handling of its 

leaders most of whom were illiterate and traditional. Ultimately, such condition gave 

pleasure to the British to be more obstinate to rule the land. On the contrary, the mass 

people had no other options but to accept the rule of the British due to the lack of 

efficient leaders and organizations. But wave of ignition blew in their mind silently. The 

Colonial government failed to understand that people die but their opinion never die. 

Unity of action was not yet imagined2
. Probably because of this, they could not be 

united against the Raj and had to maintain silence. Lack of better substitute was also 

another cause for their silence. The attempted reforms and reorganization of the 

administration could not eradicate the evils of the government and their satellites whose 

interest was more of economic exploitation than of improving the lot of the masses or 

redress of their grievances. Despite its faults and failures, the masses in general acc:enrea 

the British rule not because that they had any love for the British but because that they 

could not expect to have better substitute for it3. After 1861, the number of government's 

force was increased in Assam to cope-up with the situation which created scare and terror 

in the minds of the peasants. The government's ever-readiness and ever-preparedness to 

face the situation gave birth to crest-fallen in the minds of the peasants. 

II 

Both silent and open protest went on in the minds of the peasants of Assam. The 

causes that compelled the people to protest openly and silently have been termed as non

dormant and dormant. It remains expressed here that both dormant and non-dormant 

factors were active and alive before 1862 also. The outbreak of 1861 bears the testimony 

to it. But these factors became powerful; their vibration and intensity augmented in 

unabated manner as the time rolled on. Ultimately it invited another series of catastrophe 

with the wings and feathers of conflagration and holocaust in Kamrup and Darrang in 

1893-94. 
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Non-dormant factors 
(1) The government by initiating an endless process of raising revenue demand 

created tremors and turbulence in the hearts of the peasants what they could hardly 

forget. Payment of land revenue was the root of all major social conflicts involving the 

peasants. There was growing spirit of discontent among the people of Assam in 

consequence of the greatly increased taxation. They openly murmured and all sorts of 

evil stories were in circulation in the villages calculated to increase their discontent. 

One important thing to be noticed is that the planters were the biggest landlords 

but the revenue they paid was the lowest. When the peasants opposed the augmented rate 

of revenue, the planter-community instead of giving them support, they rather stretched 

out their supporting hand to the government as the augmented rate served their purpose. 

Their purpose was to increase the revenue and flush out the traditional agriculture system 

and make the indigenous people as their labourers in the tea gardens. The government did 

not decrease the rate of revenue and they rather tried to convince the people that the 

increased rate of taxation increase the paying capacity of the people. This type of 

argument made people volatile. 

Moreover, people of Assam after 1861 understood the real motive ofthe Colonial 

government behind their ban on the local poppy cultivation. They banned it only for their 

revenue consideration, not for humanitarian at all. Had their motive been humanitarian, 

they would not have sold their abkari opium to the people of Assam. Up to 1861, 

Nowgong and her surroundings were under the grip of opium. But in course of time, the 

entire Brahmaputra valley including island Majuli also came under the influence of 

opium. From 1873 to 1893, the British Colonial government in Assam sold a total of 

31,392 maunds of opium and realized a net price ofRs.3, 14, 55,576 and a license fee of 

Rs.47, 60,657 from the opium sellers. In this way, they exploited the people of Assam in 

terms of opium revenue itselfto the tune ofRs.3, 62, 16,233.6 

Sudden fall of English agriculture from 1875 onwards may be one of the 

important causes behind the further revenue maximization. According to Trevelyan, due 

to sudden fall of English agriculture from 1875 onwards, catastrophe set in England in 

the 19th century.7 Therefore, to restore their economy, they had probably no alternative 

but to augment their economy by increasing revenue on land. 
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Massive fiscal pressure due to the maximization of land revenue led to increasing 

indebtedness in the villages and caused peasants' flight8
. 

Actually, British Colonization was mainly responsible for the poverty of Indian 

peasants. According to J.B. Bhattacharjee, the nature of British exactions was manifested 

in the growing pauperization of India9
. Vinoba Bhabe argued that land belongs to God 

and therefore, it has to be distributed equally. Nehruji also said that land would be 

justifiably distributed when India would get freedom 10
. Had the Colonial government 

thought like our great men and turned their thought into practice, Indians probably would 

not have cried for land and proper justice would been done to them. But that did not 

happen as a result of which the hope and dreams of the people of India had been 

distorted. 

The defects of the revenue settlement aroused feelings which often found 

expression in criminal offences. According to Oliver Mendelsohu and Marika Vicziany, 

subordinate people gained nothing out land reforms. Foreign government implemented 

no radical land reforms in India11
• Moreover, the conduct of the Cadastral survey was 

defective. Field measurements were not carefully and systematically tested. Objections of 

the peasants were hardly discussed12
. 

Instead of generating structural development, the British agranan policy 

pauperized the people and brought speedy stagnation. Krishna Sarma strongly criticized 

the agrarian policy of the alien ruler by depicting the miserable condition of the ryots. 

With the grant of pattas for 10, 20 and 30 years, the rate of rent revenue went on 

increasing13
• 

After Phulaguri uprising of 1861, the land revenue was increased and doubled in 

I 868. The Settlement Act of 1870 again doubled the rate of revenue and it was increased 

again in 1883 and I 89314
• The Colonial government squeezed people in such m~er that 

there was no fall of land revenue in spite of having epidemic diseases like Cholera, Small 

pox and fever in 1879-80 in Goalpara, Kamrup, Darrang and in Nowgong15
• In the 

Settlement of 1883, revenue was raised by about 53 percent on the average but in some 

areas it was as high as 80 to 100 percent. During the period between 1866 and 1889, the 

land revenue had more than quadrupled. The peasants began to reel under the increasing 

264 



burden of land revenue16 and it affected the agricultural development of the province for 

the last three decades of the 19th century. 

Assam Land and Revenue Regulations of 1886 was not welcome by the peasants 

and landlords as this regulations introduced an elaborate tenancy system which tightened 

the loopholes and brought all sections under a common code17
• Great resentment had 

started in the entire Brahmaputra valley in view of the preparation of this regulations and 

a public meeting of about 10,000 people at Jorhat on 2"d June, 1886 had expressed its 

voice against the measures under the positive role of J.N. Barua18
• 

Resentment and ignition was not confined at Assam alone. Its conflagration 

spread up to Goalpara which was within erstwhile Bengal. The ryots of Goalpara also 

expressed their protest against the government. The government formally extended the 

application of the Act of 1869 up to Goalpara by the notification of 1892. Unfortunately, 

privileges granted to the people of Bengal by this Act like permanent occupancy rights 

and stopped revenue hike were not entitled to the people of Goalpara19
. 

(2) The imposition of tax on income created wide spread resentment in the minds 

of the traders, merchants and the middle class. The government, in addition to that, 

imposed license tax also for collecting forest products. Agricultural items were also not 

freed from paying taxes. Moreover, government brought some revenue free land under 

assessment. The term of20 years of revenue free settlement ofland with the former Rajas 

of Darrang originated in 1859-60 having expired; the entire land was brought under 

resettlement20
• Moreover, people grazed their cattle freely on the village commons but 

government brought these grazing fields also under assessment21
. 

(3) The government cared little for the development of agriculture. They only 

cared for revenue collection. In spite of the systematic revenue maximization, nothing 

was done by the government to improve the condition of agriculture. They neglected the 

traditional agriculture system and encouraged plantation. Of course, the British 

government showed same apathy towards agriculture in their own land also in the 191
h 

century (from 1875 onward) by divorcing their contact with nature as they welcomed 

American food to England22
. 

The government, instead of developing the rudest implements of agriculture and 

conditioning and manuring of fields for better harvest, cared for collecting revenue. The 
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government also neglected the irrigation system. By introducing this system, they could 

have increased the rate of production. Moreover, attempt was hardly made to raise 

embankments for the protection of crops from ravages of floods which was of frequent 

occurrence. 

In addition to that, the government hardly showed interest for the development of 

road and transport that led to the agricultural field. On the contrary, the government 

diverted Public funds for the interest of plantation. The tea producing districts had a 

better communication system than the non-tea producing districts of Colonial Assam23
. 

The government also remained inactive towards some services namely credit, marketing 

services, services relating to seeds, fertilizer, agricultural implements, etc. Ananda Ram 

Dhekial Phukan advocated for the importation of foreign technical know-how and 

pleaded for the establishment of a number of teclmical schools for the betterment of 

agriculture24
• But his cry also became the cry in wilderness. 

(4)The decisive stage of development of capitalism is imperialism. Only motto of 

capitalism is to build the mountain of profits. The ryots and the labourers are the creators 

of aU wealth used by men. But the British capitalists did not think for the welfare of this 

section even at the time of natural calamities. It is said that humanitarianism resulted in 

many administrative measures to fight famine, control epidemics25
• But they were only in 

name. In Colonial period, natural calamities like flood, fire, earthquake, drought, failure 

of crops and cattle disease aggravated the situation of Assam. Especially in the events of 

failure of crops due to natural calamities, the condition of peasants became deplorable. 

Locusts and white ants also did not lag behind in their destructive operations26
. For 

example, broods of locusts were noticed in the districts of Goalpara and Lakhimpur in 

186327
• Moreover, Lakhimpur was prone to regular and excessive floods. The district of 

Sibsagar experienced severe drought in 1870 and 187228
• But the measures taken by the 

government was far from satisfactory. In 1885, in the Brahmaputra valley districts, 

Cholera claimed 3,411, small pox 936, fever 43,341 and bowl complaints 8,081 lives. 

The corresponding figures for the same disease in the following year was 15,975?9 Thus, 

public health suffered lot but government's apathy further aggravated the situation of 

Assam. The loss of cattle and plough-cattle adversely affected cultivation and 

impoverished the peasants of Assam. In 1881-82, a total number of9,559 heads of cattle 
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perished in Nowgong, 7,098 in Sibsagar. The mortality of cattle in the Brahmaputra 

valley, according to official report, was 93,494 in 1883-84; it slightly came down to 

91,091 in the following year. After a gap of one year, cattle disease relapsed again and 

claimed 87,628 heads in 1886-8730
. But government's role to eradicate this was not 

encouraging. Government even paid less response to the recommendation of the Indian 

Cattle Plague Commission of 186431
• 

Such epidemic could have been averted if the government followed its 

recommendation. It remains expressed that the government not only showed apathy 

towards the natural calamities, but sometime they themselves created calamity like 

situation. For example, large scale destruction of forest by the government also brought 

catastrophe to agriculture in the name of flood and drought. The government did nothing 

to check flood. By constructing embankments they couid have checked floods to some 

extent. But they showed their apathy towards example in 1888-89, when a local 

board grant was needed for the renovation the Kanji bund to protect thousands acres 

of paddy land from inundation, there was no response at all32
. By introducing crop 

insurance and credit facility system, the Colonial government could have given respite to 

the people of Assam in the time of natural calamities. But no such step was seen taken by 

the government. 

( 5) The Assam valley emerged more and more as an important area for 

commercial exploitation because of its growing tea industry, minerals and timbers33
. It is 

because of this, the government cast their covetous eyes on the waste land of Assam and 

was allergic to the allotment of the Waste Land to the local people. Mills also strongly 

deprecated the granting of waste land to the native34
• The government favoured foreign 

enterprise, foreign capital and foreign skill. The terms of the waste land grants were so 

favourable to the European Planters that it tempted them to grab more land than they 

required. The government by fixing the minimum acreage of land for tea garden at 100 

acres discouraged the local planters as they could not dream of such venture. Those who 

could do that did that after retirement with their savings. The man with small capital 

could not do that in spite of having their skill and mind35 . 

The immigration of farmers also created problem for the indigenous farmers. 

Demand for productivity of food grain increased due to the rise of tea industry and 1 
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labourers, therefore, required for it. The government relaxed the waste land rule to 

encourage immigration of farmers as there was scarcity of local labourers and they were 

settled by the planters on their holdings to produce rice. 

The government gave more interest on plantation than on cultivation. They 

framed certain special rules on behalf of tea cultivation in Assam. In Upper Assam, large 

areas of land were settled with tea estate owners under Fee Simple Rules of 1862 and 

1874. These Fee Simple estates were revenue free and the holders had rights over mines, 

minerals, forests and fisheries36
. But such type of revenue free estate was not framed for 

the indigenous rice cultivation of Assam. While the local people paid more and more 

revenue, the planters held most of their land rent free which gave birth to resentment in 

their mind. 

There were some planters whose intention was not to plant the whole area with 

tea. They most of the time acquired the land which contained valuable minerals and 

timber. The minerals and timbers, thus acquired, were exported to their homeland and 

earned huge profit. The large scale destruction of forest continued in Assam until the 

Forest Act of 1878 come into force37
• 

As a result of the destruction of forest, the economy suffered lot. The timber, 

firewood, gums and other materials gathered from the forest possibly became unavailable 

due to wanton destruction of forest. The planters carried on their exaction upon the 

people of Assam in various ways. For example, the local labourers especially the Kachari 

tribe of Darrang district were paid low rate of wages by the European planters which 

finally compelled them to resort to the path of strike for high wages. In 1864, while a free 

labourer was able to earn a wage of Rs.7 per month, the growing rate in the Assam Tea 

Company was only Rs.4 to 5. They, therefore, resorted to the path of strike but authorities 

quelled them with iron hand. They were tried on the spot by the District Magistrate. 

Some were imprisoned and some others were dismissed from service38
• 

'Mau' supported the planters on the Coolie question but the Bengal Nationalist 

press condemned the planters' exaction on the Coolies. Bengali Brahmo Missionary also 

condemned ir9. By abolishing the Paik-system, the Colonial government did a good 

service to the people of Assam. But that was just an eye-wash and hypocritical step. Their 
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brutal and diabolic character came to light through their treatment meted out to the 

Coolies. Guha termed it as 'the Beasts of a Menagerie'40
• 

Moreover, there was less land available for grazing cattle as all such lands were 

brought under assessment and purview of waste land. Sometime, the planters even 

encroached upon the Jhum rights of the tribal farmers. Lands of cultivators were sold as 

waste easy matter for the European Planters41
. The planters also disrupted the inter

village communications by fencing in portions of existing public roads and denying the 

rights of way to villages42
• 

Thus, the foreign rulers were not content with merely running the administration. 

New possibilities were opened up before them by the vast natural resources for 

exploitation. Political and economic domination were fused leading to complete 

reduction of Assam to the status of a part of British India. Assam was facing and 

suffering from the same basic evils of foreign domination as other parts of India did, 

though there was difference in degrees. 43 
" 

(6) Raw rubber had wide demand in England, Ceylon, Straits settlement, Canada, 

Australian Commonwealth, France, Japan and the USA 44
• Realizing the commercial 

importance of these lucrative goods, the Colonial government ultimately brought this 

business in their hands depriving the local rubber cultivators. Unfortunately, the local 

rubber cultivators could not compete with the Colonial men due to their weak money 

capability. Thus, ultimately this business also like the tea went into the hands of the 

foreigners. 

The European employed local labourers in the rubber cultivation of Assam. The 

Mikirs were paid 8 annas per day, the Nepalese and the Assamese were paid Rs.30 and 20 

per maund of rubber collected. The Garos were paid 4 annas per pound in the first 

decade of the 19th century. The firms engaged in rubber trade offered advance to the 

ordinary peasants and others to grow rubber45
• From this, we come to know that the 

remuneration and advances paid to the local labourers by the Colonial traders to grow , 

rubber were far from satisfactory but the profits they earned in return by exporting raw , 

rubbers from Assam at the cost of the blood of the local people were lot. Thus, ' 

appropriation and exploitation to the local in the name of rubber cultivation continued' 
' 
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like the tea plantation. The locals had nothing but to ventilate their grievances against the 

government and their measures. 

(7) The advent of the plantation marked the beginning of immigration of labourers 

as there was shortage of labourers in Assam. But this immigration met the demands and 

interests of the British Planters only. The Colonial government enacted a series of 

legislation from 1863 to 1901 to meet the labour problem in Assam46
• 

In 1863, the Transport of Native Labourers Act was passed and it marked the 

beginning of a tragic chapter of inhuman recruitment and ruthless oppression on millions 

of indentured labour imported from different parts of India47
• Thus, both the workers and 

the peasants kept up the smouldering fire of protest and disdain against the British. 

The completion and development of the Assam Bengal Railway improved the 

communication network which facilitated immigration and government also took up the 

issue in right eamest48
• H.L Johnson, the Commissioner of Assam adopted some 

measures in May, 1885 to encourage immigration. fares of trains and ships were 

decreased and even land free of revenue was given to them49
• But unfortunately, such 

steps were rarely seen taken for the interest of the local people. Rather by augmenting the 

pressure of revenue, they created pressure upon the local. 

In 1853, Mills assessed the total population of Assam proper including Goalpara 

at above 12 lacs. The population of the Brahmaputra valley was 15 lacs in 1872 and it 

shot up at 18 lacs in 1881. In 1891, the population figure went above 24 lacs and 76 

thousands50
• It was environmental and medical factors combined with economic forces 

that generated declining in death rates and increasing in immigration rather than the 

biological factors, which were generally responsible for the rapid growth of population 51
• 

The density of population also increased in each districts of Assam due to the rise 

of population growth decades after decades 52 which is shown below: 

Density of Population per sq. mile in the Bramaputra Valley 

District 1872 1881 1891 

Kamrup 146 167 164 
' 

Darrang 69 80 90 
' 
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Nowgong 68 82 90 

Sibsagar 64 79 96 

Lakhimpur 27 40 56 

Initially, the immigrants came in small numbers. So there was no reaction to it. 

But when they began to come in large numbers including their families and children, it 

created pressure upon the land. Moreover, immigration of landless labourers and 

cultivators from East Bengal (Bangladesh) and their habitation in the waste land of 

Assam created another problem for the natives. This problem further gave birth to 

communal and linguistic problem. The Assamese middle class who were silent on the 

immigration issue in the initial stage, also raised their voice against it towards the end of 

the 19th century when their interest received withstand at the hands of the educated 

immigrants. In addition to that, the economic condition of the Assamese peasants also 

became hard and tough. The position of Assamese in general was being threatened 

several parts of Barpeta sub-division by immigrants. Bijni was worse-affected 53
• 

The immigration posed a serious challenge to race, religion, economy and culture 

of Assam becoming a source of social conflict and tension in later period. Maniram 

Dewan ever predicted a bad future to the government unless they eschewed the 

appointment of the inhabitants of outside 54
• The immigrants had often encroached upon 

the lands of the indigenous peasants. On the other hand, indigenous peasants in order to 

posses cash often sold off their lands to the immigrants and wanted the land back later on 

which the immigrants declined to comply with resulting in violent clashes. Not only that, 

the immigrants were settled in the residential areas of the indigenous peasants. The 

residential distance was not maintained. The two groups settled in the same vicinity even 

at the door step of each other. 55 Moreover, importation of skilled labour from outside 

kicked out the indigenous labourers and craftsmen. 56 Immigration affected not only one 

section of the society but also all other sections were terribly affected by its evil effects 

from top to bottom. 

Dormant Factors: 

(l) The British fiscal policy in Assam was directly linked with their commercial 

programmes in rest of India. In order to achieve commercial programme, they in stages 
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converted Assam into their colony. Most of the indigenous institutions were either 

abolished or recast and certain new arrangements were introduced. The abrupt change 

created internal instability and this in tum led to great social unrest57
• 

Maniram Dewan, the martyr of 1857's revolt of Assam, was more concerned of 

the decline of indigenous industries of Assam and predicted the British a bad future 

unless they eschewed it. 58• Finally, his prophecy arrived at reality. 

The Colonial rule precipitated the extinction of the village industries gradually 

and progressively. India was reduced to a position of market for the consumption of 

goods made in Britain. The Colonial government resorted to the policy of laissez faire in 

order to flood the Indian markets with machine- made goods of Britain. In pursuance of 

this policy, they imposed nominal import duties on English goods and boosted the export 

of Indian raw materials to England. As a result, there was lack of raw materials for the 

local industries as all were exported to England. The owners of the local 

criticized this policy of the Colonial government Actually, the Colonial policy was 

designed to facilitate the ruthless exploitation of the people of India. Throughout the 

British rule, India was mercilessly impoverished. Her famous manufactures were ruined 

and poor artisans and craftsmen were driven to make out a living from primitive 

agriculture 59
. 

It was a painful fact that the condition of people became worse under the British 

rule due to the ruin of village industries as they acted as a safety valve for those 

dependent on agriculture. It gave people especially to farmers a second source of income. 

Its decline deprived the farmers of their subsidiary occupation thereby considerably 

reducing their income and compelling them to take recourse to borrowing60
• 

It remains expressed here that the decline of the crafts was neither sudden nor 

totally unexpected. The commercial treaty of 1793 between the Ahom King Gaurinath 

Singha and the East India Company inflicted the first blow on the traditional crafts of 

Assam61
• 

The peasants had to suffer a lot due to languishing of trade and handicrafts of 

Assam. The cash was unavailable in day to day transactions and because of this, it was 

difficult for them to go to the markets to seek relief. The decline of Cottage industries 

augmented pressure of population on agriculture leading to the inevitable sub-division ' 
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and fragmentation of the peasants' holdings. The growth of population hastened this 

process. The fragmentation of lands resulted in the limitless growth of uneconomic 

holdings leading to the birth of poverty. Moreover, the ruin of village industries threw not 

only vast numbers on agriculture but also created many landless rural labourers. 

'The Asom Dipak', a monthly journal published from Majuli, pleaded with the 

public in November, 1876 to patronize native manufacture and suggested remedies 

against the crippling effect of the imported goods. It called for the formation of trading 

companies by Assamese people, patronization of Assamese shops and use of articles 

against the foreign ones62
• But unfortunately the government was not at all concerned of 

that which finally aggravated the matter in further-days. 

(2) Indebtedness from which the peasant had not even a remote hope of escape 

turned him into a dishonest debtor, an inefficient farmer, thriftless head of the family and 

an irresponsible citizen. It reduced him to the position of a medieval serf. A 

steeped in debt is necessarily a social volcano. Discontent between classes is bound to 

arise smouldering discontent which is always dangerous63
. Social ceremonies like 

marriage, sraddha etc. accounted for 1110 to 115 of the total loans and productive 

purposes like purchase of cattle, seeds, implements etc. and improvement of land only 15 

to 30 percent. Famines and crop failures were the general causes ofloan64
• 

The peasants of Assam in Colonial period took loan from the Marwari mahajans 

as there were none to compete with them in this field and this gave chance to them to 

exploit. the natives. They gave money to the natives either on interest or on mortgage of 

their properties. Thus, people fell in the trap of rural indebtedness. According to the 

Census Report of 1891, there were 1,793 money-lenders in the Brahmaputra valley. Of 

them, 1,211 were in Kamrup alone65
• 

The money-lending class gave money in advance to the peasants for which 

interest rate was 37 to 75% per annum for small loans. In larger transactions, where a 

mortgage was given upon movable property its rate was 12 to 20%. As regards the paddy , 

loans, there was a peculiar system - a man borrowing before the harvest had to pay , 

double at the time of harvest. 66 

The perpetual direct exploitation of the peasants led to a very high degree of rural ' 

indebtedness, transfer of landed property form cultivating classes to non-cultivating' 
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classes, rise of a wage-earning landless peasant class and the creation of near famine-like 

condition by seizing harvest against loans and hoarding of food-grains. 67 

Moreover, the exaction of exorbitant rents by the government oppressed the 

peasants heavily. In order to meet the high demand of revenue, the peasants perpetually 

remained indebted to the local money-lenders. Many of them lost their lands to these 

greedy money-lenders for the inability to pay back the borrowed amount. Thus, the 

cultivators had to die in debt. It is said that the cultivators of Assam like other parts of 

India are born in debt, increase their debt and die in debt68
. 

Anyway, due to the increasing trends and rates of rural indebtedness, the 

exploitation of the money-lenders to the peasants shattered the traditional peace and 

harmony of village life and created in its place tension, anger and a smouldering feeling 

of revenge. 

the British, the Marwaris also took full advantage of trading 

commercial opportunities not only in their home regions but also outside. They carried on 

their trade in Assam even before the British and exploited the Assamese through 

trade. They had sweet relation with the British and latter had even imported some of them 

from Marwar and gave them employment as mauzadars what Maniram Dewan protested 

tooth and nail. 

The Marwaris gave cash as advance to the peasants as against interest or the 

pledged crops or mortgage of their assets. The peasants after harvests had to pay more 

crops to the Marwaris as against the few advance. People had to give one dun (of 3 seers 

normally) to Marwari mahajans after harvest. But their dun was not of 3 seers, it 

contained more than that. More tragic was the fact that if even the debt was repaid, they 

did not strike offthe name of the borrowers from their Khatas (books); even the amounts 

remained there forever. Manipulation and interpolation of such amounts often occurred in 

their Khatas what even Rai Bahadur Nilambar Dutta, a planter from Dibrugarh also 

opined69
• Thus, once a person signed in the long red book and obtained a loan, he was , 

doomed. 

The government employees were also not spared from the exactions of the , 

Marwari mahajan. The clerks, for example, when they laid their hands on the monthly ' 

salary, the Marwari money lenders would snatch all of it against the loans they provided.' 
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The clerks, when they entered home with empty handed, their wives would inform them 

that not a single grain of food left at home. The clerks, finding no other alternative then, 

had to go back and requested the same Marwari money lenders for loans 70
• Thus, caught 

in a vicious circle of intensified exploitation, the people started agitating not only against 

the Colonial government but also against the Marwari mahajans as they had 

monopolized the internal trade and exploited people through usury. 

Sometime, the Marwari even indulged in slave trade. They sent their agents for 

collection of elephants and rubber and resorted to undue excesses on the tribal people of 

the hill. 71The Marwari dealers bought tusks from the tribal hunters at cheap rate and sold 

them in Calcutta at high rate and thus earned lots ofprofit72
• By establishing a network of 

trade connection with Calcutta as remarked by one Lakheswar Barthakur, the Marwaris 

exported valuable materials to Calcutta through the river and earned lot73
• 

The trade being solely in the hands of the Marwari traders, the profits mostly went 

to enrich Rajputana, their home regions as they did not accumulate this in Assam 74
. They 

except few came to Assam to exploit the natives, not to assimilate with the Assamese75
. 

Had they desired, they would have merged with the Assamese society by intermarrying 

with the Assamese. Except few, they did not do that probably due to having their racial 

arrogance and disdain towards them. If the Colonial conditions were responsible for the 

thorough impoverishment of India, it was the Marwaris and their doings that pushed it to 

further predicament76
. 

In addition to the exploitation of the British and the Marwari traders, some locals 

were also responsible for the exploitation and exactions upon their own people. Statistics 

since 1862 to 1900 shows a general rise in prices of essential commodities. Taking full 

advantage of the situation and the hardship of the masses, the landlords or the mauzadars, 

the gaonburhas and other vested interests always took the opportunity to snatch away the 

ryot's last hold of land at the cheapest rate in the name of helping them77
• Local people 

like Telis, Johlas, Kabuliwala and government stamp vendors, clerks and pleaders were 

also engaged in money lending business78
• The severity of such exploitation is beautifully 

depicted by J.P. Agarwala in his famous creation 'Lovita'. The cultural icon in his play 

mentions that not only the Colonialists but along with them collaborationist mauzadars 

and the village headmen were also responsible for the exploitation of their own men79
• 
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( 4) The remote control of British India was controlled from Britain. Britain being 

an Imperial country believed in the policy of expansion and exploitation. For expansion, 

they adopted certain tools, viz. subsidiary alliance, doctrine of lapse etc. On the contrary, 

they prepared and framed waste land rule, tax and revenue rule, export import policy, 

industrial policy for exploitation. These were formulated and given shape by their 

Colonial bureaucrats who neglected the interest of the ruled. The ruled, however, 

expressed their anguish and disdain against the bias and parochial policy of the Colonial 

ruler. 

That the government and its bureaucrats were biased can be substantiated from 

their various activities. The Colonial bureaucrats spent both public and private funds 

mainly for the tea plantation and gave more impetus especially to the planters. For the 

cultivation of new staples, they even granted them leases on very favourable terms. They 

prepared waste land rules for their people's interest. They, on the contrary, hardly 

encouraged local and traditional crops. They framed revenue and agrarian policy for their 

Colonial interest. 

Elite immigrants from outside Assam became the eye-sore of the upper middle 

classes of Assam as the former held almost all the departments80
• The upper class did not 

like this and held the bureaucrats responsible for such condition. To them, behind the root 

of all evils, the hands of the Amlahs were there. 

The Colonial bureaucrats created stable and loyal rural gentry that could be relied 

upon as a strong ally of the administration. For instance, mauzadars were placed for 

revenue collection and they were succeeded to the, .offices by one of their families. Thus, 

due to their hereditary position, they could exploit people generation after generation and 

thus created tremors and turbulence in the minds of the ryots. The threatening and 

menace of the Tahsildars also created scar in their minds. The announcement of the 

Tahsildars that the properties of the defaulter ryots would be confiscated made them 

worry and disappointed all throughout the years. 

Not only the people of Assam, but some of the British officials also realized the 

corrupt practices and intrigues of the Amlahs in revenue affairs which was founded upon 

on no certain data. Moreover, irregular and undefined additional assessments created 

resentment in the minds of the ryots. Absence of decentralization of power was also one 
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of the reasons of such condition prevailing in Colonial India. Jorhat Sabajanik Sabha 

criticized the concentration of all powers in the hands of Chief Commissioner of 

Assam81
• 

T.C. Robertson, an English official of Colonial Assam, also mentioned the corrupt 

practices of the bureaucrats in four decades of the 19th century82 which turned into its 

worst forms towards the close of the 19th century. 

(5) Commercialization of agriculture kicked out the barter economy and placed 

money economy in its place but the peasantry was traditionally unaccustomed to this new 

system. People faced lots of problem due to the introduction of this new system. 

Currency was not available at that time. Introduction of money as the medium 

exchange without substantial increase of currency created problem for them. They had no 

other alternative either to leave their land or to take loan from the money lenders. Thus, 

indebtedness of the peasants began to grow. 

Moreover, this system developed at a time when there existed no trade 

people could dispose of their commodities. There were no markets in close proximity. 

Because of this, they got less opportunity to sell their produce in cash whenever 

necessary. As a result, they could not pay their revenue in cash to the government in time 

which finally worsened their relation with the authority. 

That the intention of the government behind the introduction of the money 

economy was revenue, people could understand that in later period; whatever motive the 

government had but if they showed even of their little interest for the common people, 

probably grievances against the government might have been reduced. But they did not 

do so which ultimately invited wide spread resentment in their mind against the 

government. 

(6) The British talked of the principle of equality83 but their activities revealed 

their double standard. Slavery is an extreme form of inequality and the government by 

abolishing the Paik system of Assam did a yeoman service for the people of the province. 

But behind this abolition was their commercial interest, not at all establishing equality 

among the people. 

People under the Colonial government got no justice against exploitation and , 

extortion due to discriminatory and biasness of the European judges. For example, the 
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servants of the government forcibly took away the goods of the ryots by ways of 

violence84
• The ryots they sought justice against this but failed as the Courts were run by 

the government judges. Only white and men of well-to-do families got justice in the 

courts. The legal system gave fillip to the rich to oppress the poor. Not only that, some 

sections of the society even lost their movable and immovable properties in running the 

cases in the Courts. 

As a result, ordinary people suffered lot at the lower levels of police, judiciary and 

general administration. Moreover, sometime people were given heavy punishment in 

their lesser crime. For example, the Deputy Commissioner ofNowgong in 1870 gave two 

men six months imprisonment for their light crime, though it was reduced to three months 

later on85
• 

One important thing to be mentioned here is that there was no equal distribution 

land. European pla..'1ters grabbed more land than the local planters. Even government 

machinery helped the former and made certain rule for their benefit The government did 

nothing for the welfare of the peasants of Assam. Seeking and demanding more revenue 

from the peasants without doing any duty for them was another form of injustice and 

exploitation. Though the peasants sought justice from the Court but their attempt failed. 

As a result, sometime peasants' fury burst out and found expression in criminal 

offences. 86 

The British after the revolt of 1861 introduced Indian Penal Code system in 

Assam. Fonner judicial system was abolished without taking approval of the local 

people. Cutcherry buildings were constructed in the towns and munshiffs and amins were 

appointed there. People were not acquainted with the Sadar Diwani Adalat and Sadar 

NizamatAdalat which created another problem for them87
• 

In addition to that, the legal procedure was defective. Anandaram Dhekial Phukan 

wrote in 1853 'under the present judicial system of the province, a party how trivial so 

ever may be the nature of his complaint can never obtain relief without submitting to a 

vexatious and harassing course of procedure, extending from at least six months to an 

unlimited length of time'. Anyway, the new judicial system run by the European 

machinery contributed to the sufferings of the mass people. The aim of the government 

was good but it did no good to people. It reduced vast masses to poverty; many even left 
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Assam for Bhutan when their last hopes of remedy were cruelly belied by the government 

machinery. Further, those in charge of dispensing justice were mostly corrupt which 

quality they combined with rude behaviour towards the people88
. 

(7) It is said that humanitarianism resulted in many administrative reforms like 

founding of schools, colleges and orphanages89
. But it cannot be accepted. Had 

humanitarianism made the Colonial government to establish schools and colleges, 

probably, there would have no dearth of such institutions in Assam. Probably because of 

this, the process of growth and development of the educated middle class was slow in 

Assam compared to Bengal90
• 

The number of educational institutions during the Colonial period was few and 

that too were constellated in the towns. As a result, poor sections of the society mainly 

from the villages could not go to the towns to take their education there. Actually, they 

were kept black-out of the light of education. Taking full advantage of their illiteracy, the 

village moneylenders mainly the Marwari mahajans exploited them inhuman manner. 

The Colonial government was little more interested spreading and 

disseminating education among the mass people of Assam which resulted in the birth of a 

discouraging number of few educated Assamese in the land. The circumstance 

deteriorated at a time in such a way that the government had to import educated people 

from outside Assam with a view to filling up the governmental posts in various 

departments of Assam. The Colonial government reserved all the high appointments in 

India for their own nominees seeking a lucrative career in the East. The Colonial British, 

by exploiting and appropriating the Assamese people, checked their natural 

development91
• As a result, material and intellectual prosperity of the regions received 

tremendous withstand. 

(8) When the government started the process of elimination of the Paiks, the 

process of assimilation between the rich and the poor had started. People throughout 

Assam thought that elimination of the Paik would narrow down the gap between the rich 

and the poor. But these were all just an eye-wash. Despite the elimination of the Paiks, 

the condition of the Coolies of the tea-gardens of Assam was the worst form of serfdom 

than the Paiks. Thus, miseries and agonies of the masses continued increased as the time 1 

rolled-on. 

279 



(9) The role of the Christian missionaries was also not satisfactory. They gave 

importance on conversion and showed more addiction to their own Christian religion. 

The government also encouraged them on the issue of conversion as both of them 

belonged to same religion. But on the other hand, the government neglected the study of 

the Satras. Like the Christian religion, they should have given same importance to other 

religion also specially to the Satras. Lack of sincerity and cordiality of the government in 

this regard ignited the minds of the indigenous people of Assam. 

While the people of Assam were suffering from diseases of different type, the 

Colonial government instead of rendering medical facilities to the victims was busy in 

collecting revenue and encouraging missionaries to convert native to Christianity. Rather 

they sought the recovery of the victims by uttering the name of Jesus Christ. During the 

time of Durga Puja, there was huge congregation in Nowgong. The ·· Christian 

missionaries, taking advantage of it, arrived there and had distributed snme 

pamphlets relating to Christianity. In the pamphlets, it was mentioned that Jesus Christ 

could heal the victims and patients from the clutches of fever and natural calamites92
. 

The people were not satisfied at this. They sought practical remedial step to eliminate 

this, not assurance from the government. 

(1 0) From 1886 to 1892, different Associations and Rayat Sabhas from the 

Brahmaputra valley took part in the sessions of the Indian National Congress without fail 

held in Calcutta, Madras, Allahabad, Bombay, Calcutta, Nagpur and Allahabad and 

placed their various demands to the government. Satyanath Bora represented Nowgong 

Rayat Association at Calcutta in 1886. Lakshmikanta Barkakati represented Tezpur Rayat 

Sabha at Madras in 1887. Ghanashyam Barua represented Nowgong Rayat Association at 

Allahabad in 1888; Haridas Roy from Dibrugarh took part at Bombay session in 1889.93 

But their participation bore no fruits as the government was least concerned of their 

demands. Being dissatisfied at this, they did not participate in the further sessions of 1893 

and 1894 and stretched out their helping hands and minds to the peasants of Assam in 

their revolts in that year. Thus, the factors, dormant and non-dormant, kept the 

environment of Colonial Assam hot and volatile throughout the year - 1862-1892 which 

invited ultimately the outbreaks of 1893-94. Actually, these three decades prepared the 

ground reality of these series of outbreaks towards the close of the 19th century. 
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III 

In this context, we have to recapitulate the tensed relationship between the ruler 

and the ruled prevailing during. the period 1862-1892. The revolt of 1861 created a vast 

gap between the ruler and the ruled and it went unabated as the time rolled on. Suspicion, 

enmity and disdain developed on both sides. The ruler gradually increased the number of 

force to avert any further revolts in the coming days and created a sense of fear in the 

minds of the restless ryots. The Raijmels also remained silent for some time for the fear 

of the Colonial government 

The ruled developed a deep racial bitterness towards the ruler during this period 

and opposed the inferior status that was granted to them. The peasants had to lose their 

bargaining power after 1861 and chances of getting their grievances thus removed. 

Finally, the people organized at grassroot level against the government and the 

government also remained stony hard to divide the masses. After 1861, the Colonial 

. government learnt that until and unless the voices of the people were crushed, their 

existence in Assam would be menaced andjeopardised. They, therefore, became alert and 

firm to suppress the voice of the people. The mass people also, on the contrary, prepared 

themselves against the government but waited for better opportunity. 

Following the Phulaguri uprising of 1861, the government held enquiries and 

adopted certain measures to remove the apprehension of the people by taking action on 

the guilty officers but did not stop the enhancement of land revenue. People were firm not 

to pay the enhanced rate of revenue and on the other hand, government was also adamant 

to collect that even by using force. As a result, confrontation and enmity developed. The 

relation between the ruler and the ruled deteriorated in Nowgong, Kamrup and Darrang in 

comparison to the other districts of Assam. Denial to accept the government's verdict 

gave birth to anguish and enmity in these three districts in later period. 

The year of 1862-92 may be termed as the years of peasants' unrest and their 

Mels in the different districts of Assam especially in Kamrup and Darrang. The 

aggrieved, both Hindu and Muslims, met in their Mels and protested against increased 

revenues on land. From early 1869, Mels were frequently held at Patharughat, Mangaldoi 
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sub-division and at Gobindapur, Hadira and Bajali in the north of the district of Kamrup. 

The year of 1869 was a blessing for the mankind as M.K. Gandhi was born in that year; 

on the other hand, revenue was doubled in that same year. 

Raijmel of Patharughati: The Raijmel of Phulaguri had far reaching impact on the 

minds of the people of Assam as they were becoming discontented with the fiscal policy 

of the colonial government. Surprisingly, the authority instead of paying attention to the 

impact of the Phulaguri Raijmel, the Colonial administration of Assam was trying to 

enhance the rates of revenue. The rates of revenue were made double in 1869. While the 

authority made the rates of revenue double in 1869, they did not consider the backward 

state of agriculture of Assam. The ryots of Patharughat were the first to react it and 

Raijmels were held at different villages in protest against the enhancement of land 

revenue. Colonel Comber, the Deputy Commissioner, Driberg, the Sub-Divisional 

Officer and the District Superintendent of Police rushed to Patharughat. The officers were 

besieged on the night a disorderly at Patharughat but fortunately, no extreme 

measures were resorted to on either side. The officers were said to have been shut in a 

bungalow at Patharughat.94 The impact of revenue hike was seen among the peasants 

Nowgong also in 1869. They reacted sharply against it as the government ignored 

capacity and capability. 

Bqjali, Hadira and Gobindapur Raijmels: Against the enhancement of land 

revenue, the peasants of different parts of the erstwhile district of Kamrup were found to 

have been aggrieved and as a result of which Raijmels were summoned for the discussion 

on the issue. Raijmels were frequently held at Bajali, Hadira and Gobindapur from the 

early part of 1869. The Mels decided not to pay enhanced revenue and also for 

remission. Despite the scanty source materials of the Raijmels, it is said that 

Campbell, the Sub~ Divisional Officer ofBarpeta, received information that a Raijmel was 

held at Gobindaur to protest the augmented rates of land revenue towards the end of 

January of 1869. Mr. Campbell directed the Police Inspector of Barpeta to enquire 

instantly about the proceedings of the Raijmels and also to furnish the names of the 

prominent leaders. The police inspector rushed to the spot but could not disperse the mob 

as the police party consisted of a few men with muskets. It is said that the party had to 

quit the place under the cover of darkness. The Inspector, of course, collected the names 
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of some melkies (leaders) but failed to forward to higher authority the details of the 

Raijmels. Major Agnew, the Officiating Commissioner, expressed his anguish and 

condemned the Inspector for his failure and directed him to take coercive action for 

quelling the Raijmel. As a result of the stem action of the government, the Raijmels could 

not be held regularly. But that did not end the discontent of the peasants and the practice 

ofholding Raijme/s went on though not regularly95
. 

Raij-Mel at Hajo: In spite of the ignition among the peasantry, the Colonial 

government was pursuing its revenue enhancement policy slowly and steadily. In 1870, 

government decided for settlement of all kinds of land and imposed rents accordingly. 

Actually, they did this in order to make sure the quantum of revenue collection. The 
' 

peasants were forced to pay rent for the surplus and fallow lands which they enjoyed 

revenue free. Thus, there was augmenting resentment against the revenue measures of the 

alien government. After two decades, in May 1890, Raijmels were held again in different 

tahsil areas of Hajo (it was under erstwhile Kamrup district). The leaders of the Raijmels 

decided not to pay rent of land which compelled the acting Deputy Commissioner of 

Kamrup to come to the Hajo area on 2ih May, 1890 probably for pursuing the peasants 

to pay revenue. Superintendent of Police also accompanied him. The Deputy 

Commissioner and Superintendent of Police's arrival at Hajo indicates this that the 

situation was tense there. Babu Uday Chandra Barua, the Tahsildar of Hajo was said to 

have issued the list of defaulters. He was assisted by the gaon-burhas. Barua, the 

Tahsildar, might have been menaced for his attempt to collect land rent. The acting 

Deputy Commissioner on tour, it is said, was assailed, probably for his act of mediation 

which forced the Deputy Commissioner to go to the place occurrence on June 7. 

was accompanied by an acting judge. Anyway, on June 1 the case was tried and 

accused were sentenced to six months imprisonment. 96 

Raij-Mels at Patidarang, Nalbari, Barama, etc.: In 1892, people of Patidarang, 

Nalbari, Barama, Bajali and also five mouzas of upper Barbhag and Sarukhetri in their 

Mels decided not to give revenue to the government. Actually, though there was no 

occurrence of movements of serious nature during this period (1862-92) but cold wave of 

protest and ignition blew in people's mind silently against the government all throughout 
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the years. This period indeed, prepared the ground for the outbreaks which culminated in 

Kamrup and Darrang in 1893-94. 
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