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Linguistic issues cannot be treated in isolation from nationality
question and more fundamentally from class correlations existing
on the basis of their relations of production.! Though language
alone is not the badge of nationhood, language does reflect the
degree of development an objective nationality has attained. .In
objective historical situations each determine their mutual stage
of growth. Any hindrance to the progress of a language in such
situations might affect the development of the concerned nationality.
Hence language and linguistic issues are sensitive subjects to any
developing social group. In fact language is seen on a symbol
of collective identity. ,

At the same time, various classes of a nationality may not be
speaking the same variety of a language. In other words, though
one single language is often attributed to a nationality, its class
segments may speak different versions.? Implicit here is, like class-
cultures there may be class-language too. The tongue spoken by
the subaltern classes differ from other bourgeois classes,® not only
in phonetics and vocabulary but in other linguistic aspects too.
The language spoken by the former tend to be crude, simple and
limited in vocabulary while the latter’s usually is sophisticated,
complex, richer in vocabulary, meticulus and stylised. Often
the written language of a particuar group reflects the language of
this latter group who as a social elite generally enacts the same role
in the literary field also if the modern literature of that community
is relatively undeveloped.4 This entails the emergence of a stan-
dard language on the one hand and dialects on the other. A stan-
dard language becomes necessary in a capitalist System as the new
economic forms of production required a homogeneous market
created by the unification of political territories and the rise of a
common language as means of communication and intercourse.
In some cases, the local language where the literary pioneers belong,
emerge as the written or/and standard language as against its collo-
quial form and/or dialects. This implies a linguistic segregation
on the basis of class-structure.> The language of the elite or upper
classes is automatically recognised as the correct form of expres-
sion in such a class  society. In contracst diarects are treated as
informal and rural or lower class speech.® sometimes they. are
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often seen even as standing outside language and much stigma is
placed” on such tongue which is avoided of degree. In betwcen
the upper and lower classes there is petty bourgeois classes which
also talks a spech different from the other two. If these petty bour-
geois classes emerge from the lower classes, they retain those traits
and since they constantly aspire to  climb the social ladder thcy
are the speeches of the higher classes. This makes their spcech
dissimilar than the other two. These are in addition to the socio-
economic and environmental influences in the modulation of spee-
ches. But once a nationality is established and recognised and
a particular language is attributed to it, the language and a parti-
cular language is attributed to it, the language (the standard lan-
guage that is) attains a supra-national character ; in the sense that
various classes of that nationality in spite of having different
dialects do not react differently on the issue of their language, but
as a collectivity. But before the establishment and recognition of
their nationality. Any attack on their language, as a cultural
symbol, might affect them differently. The Assamese case, which
we are going to examine, goes on to show this.

11

The modern Assamese nationality formation began with pene-
tration of British capitalism in the guise of colonialism in the
second decade of nineteenth century. One of the major demands
of the situation was the identification of the Assamese as Assamese
vis-a-vis other emerging nationalities of India who were exposed
to each other within the same arena ; and this identification could
be primarily done only through the attribution of a language to
themselves to project the unique and separate identity of themselves
against others. But to perceive this situational demand a nation-
ality consciousness was essential on the part of the Assamese which
had not yet dawned on them. Such consciousness was elementary
for the birth of a modern nationality, not on individual basis but
collectively. In Assam this consciousness emerged as a result
of the coerceive imposition of an alien language on the Assamese
(1836). This polley did not affect the Assamese community
universally ; different social classes were affected differently. But
the sentiment of all the classes as a result of this experience was
the same : that they were not being allowed to use their own lan-
guage which caused them immense hardship. This consciousness
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brought the feelings of various conflicting classes together making
the language a supra-class entity. A bond of unity entiailed. This
was the precondition that was seen to have preceded the emer-
gence of a collective linguistic pafriotism.

111

In 1836 under historical circumstances Bengali language was
introduced as the official language of Assam and it continued to
remain so until 1873. Though these were the water tight official
dates Bengali had begun to be used as the same, much before and
did not cease to be used as such until much later. This particular
policy had affected the various Assamese social classes variously.
The new classes who arise the result of the change in the existing
economic order were now placed in a new administrative, execu-
tive and judicial system where the interaction between the two be-
came immensely difficult because the new language that was intro-
duced was foreign to the Assamese.’ In other words, in the changed
situation, language was one of the few means by which the Assa-
mese could participate in the reformed super-structure and the new
policy made it impossible. For example, the reforms both at the
structural and super-structural level involved the peasants in various
litigation cases. Firstly, this new Assamese peasantry, like the
emerging petty bourgeois and embryonic middle class, was also
the result of the transformatin of the old economic order. With
the new system not ony revenue rates but also the crimes at that
level of society was on the rise which were the major reasons in-
volving them in litigation.' Hitherto the Assamese were not
used to pay revenue in cash. Now not only they were made to
say so, with successive administrators the revenue system and rates
also kept changing. The revenue cases involving the peasants were,
non-payment of dues, suit of arrears, dispossession from lands,
recovery of wages and breach of contract, inactions, over assess-
ments, mortgage and so on. The civil cases were also basically
agrarian in nature, usual theft, cattle lifting, burglary, highway and
and gang robbary and elopment of girls. Such crimes were on the
rapid inorease since the inception of British frule.  For the pea-
sants the last resort was the judiciary becasue even the excutive
was throughly corrup."! So much was the prevalence among the
policemen that the office of Darogaship was demanded to be aboli-
shed altogether.!”  Similar rampant evil was reported to have
existed even amongst the ministerial officers also.)* Thus the
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peasants crowded before the court, But the greatest hurdle that
came in the way of this entire judicial process was the language of
the courts. The vernacular of the proyince, that is Assamese was
not the court language of Assam. This was a clear violaticn of the
provisions of the Act XXIX of 1837 and Bengalee was made the
court language of Assam which ““man of the population and even
private gentlemen possess(ed) no knowledge of the language.”
The situation was described by Francis Danforth Bronson, wife
of the Missionary Mills Bronson,
The province has suffered great injustice at the hands of the
British ruler. ... .. The Goyt has forced the people to present
their petition (to the courts) in a foreign tongue (Bengalee). . . .
the oppressed peasant is thus at the mercy of the court inter-
preter in a country where bribery and lying are the rule, not
the exception...... e
This was corroborated by Anandaram Dhek1a1 Phukan,
Very few people in country are able to sign their names and
almost all the deeds and documents SJgned by them for the
party who execute them. This practice has innumerable inst-
ances led to the ruin of various individuals and numerous
deeds are daily produced in the courts supported by lined evi-
dence. 15
The whole judicial spectacle was somethmg very incongrous
. even to the authorities themselves.” Evyen if the judicial officer
hearing the evidenee was an Assamese himself, listening to the
evidence delivered by an Assamese, the transcribing of the evidence
was in Bengali language. Fmdmg that such a procedure was
hardly calculated to enhance the rehablhty of the record and render
little value to the certificate that the statement had been read over
to the witness and admitted by him to be correct, it was felt that
the language of the court should be chosen one which was itelligible
to the masses.l” There was no doubt that the great bulk of the
~ Assamese peasants who attend the courts speak Assamese language
and did not understand Bengali, the court language.® In more
than three-fourth of the cases instituted in different cour, ts whether
criminal, revenue or mvﬂ the parties concerned were Assamese
_ who give their evidence and statement in Assamese - their mother
tongue. It very often happened that parties in syit or case were
unable to understand what might have been taken down and
recorded in Bengalee until such had been again fully explained to
them in their own Assamese tongue. As a rule the native of the
province were unable to give their evidence in any other la.nguage
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but Assamese. This had to be transcribed in the court then. The

rosult was often disastrous.
An Assamese ryot cames for the first time into court, we w1ll
ask a Bangalee clerk to draw up an agreement for him in
ordinary official language. He does so and on his reading
aloud what he has written, the latter (who knows nothing but
his own language) finds that, whereas he dictated. ‘I will do
this than the other’, the clerk has made him say that a third
person will perform the contract for him. The Bengalee

Koribo (1 will do or make) 31gn1fy1ng in Assamese ‘He will do

or make’ 2°,

Not that the ordinaryvpeasant could ever catch more than stray
words here and there for he certainly would not understand the

' general purport of what had been written without its being trans-
lated to him but what he did catch would tend him to mislead.
Obviously the peasants realised what great disadvantages were
- accruing to them only because the court language was a foreign
tongue. Even the few Assamese functionaries found that out. For
example, an Assamese moonsif was bound to record in a foreign
tongue, (Be ngalee) evidence which he heard delivered to them in
their mother tongue and then made a viva-voce translation of
the whole for the benefit of the parties when the entire operation
could have been conducted in their own vernacular with great
~ advantage.

The net result of these we may imagine. How bewildering it

all must be to the thousand of illiterate Assamese cultivators

who attend our courts and who know nothing of any language

but their own and that too colloquially. 2

Indeed, it is unnecessary to emphasize that at that period
the people never spoke but their own language either at homes

or even when they came to the courts. Their usual rejoinder when-

; ; ever they were confronted with Bengalee documents in terms of

which they usually disputed was, “‘Ki jani ki hikhishe Mohorie ki

hikhishe. Bangla kotha moi ki janoo ?”’ (How do I know what

has been written. The Mohorie wrote it. What should I know of
Bengalee 2).%?

The adoption of Bengalee in courts ha.d reduced the language
of the courts throughout Assam, to a dead level of unintelligibility,
opined one British administrator. Official documents, complaints,

. and petitions in so far as they were written in Bengalee were all
. incomprehensible to the mass of the people 33 Of course the well
to-do and the educated classes of the Assamese community were
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able to comprehend and converse freely in Bengalee but the bulk
of the native who attended the courts comprised of illiterate
and ignorant ryots who were unacquainted with the Bengalee lan-
guage and knew only their own Assamese mother tongue which
again they could not write. #* But as a rule the Assamese, when
examined as witnesses gave their evidence in Assamese which had
to be transcribed into Bengalee by the Bengalee knowing Mohorir.2®
Hence the Assamese peasants were often at the mercy of these
Bengalee transcribers proving language to be a stumbling block
in receiving justice as far as the poorer peasants were concerned.
Language also hindered the smooth running of the judiciary.

At a slightly higher level of the social ladder were the petty
bourgeois who were also put to a disadvantage because of the pre-
valence of a foreign tongue as the official language of Assam. The
disadvantage arose because this group was not bilingual and hoped
to gain a share in the employment sector.?6

In Assam the petty bourgeois class emerged out of the lower
bureaucracy of the previous regime. This group comprised of the
Hazarikas, Boras and Saikias who after the change in the rulers
hoped to gain employment in the new system.?’,

David Scott’s policy of appeasing the nobility of the old re-
gime by providing them pension, chowdhuryship, mouzadarship
and other responsible offices did not leave anything for the petty
bourgeois. On the other hand, posts like clerks of all denomina-
tions, inspectors, Munsifs, Deshkars, Muhorir, Record Keeper,
Daroga, and constables were filled mostly by the imported and
immigrated Bengalees.?® The latter continued to be employed
due to the uneducated state of the Assamese. By the time the petty
bourgeoisie acquired education and appeared on the scene, the em-
ployment scene was highly competitive, almost monopolised by
one group of people and vices like nepotism, bribery had already
emerged to deprive them of their share.3® Moreover, the progress
of education was slow.?® 1In fact no serious attempt was made
to introduce a system of liberal education till Jenkins realised
the necessity of imparting English education in the 1830’s.32
The traditional fols and Pathsalas persisted. The schools set up
by Scott taught Sanskrit and shastras. Captain White’s school
taught in Bengalee and the American Baptist Missionaries
introduced vernacular schools. When systematic education had
started under William Robinson, the official language had
‘become Bengalee and hence the education imparted wasin the
same language. This was responsible for the late emergence of
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the petty bourgeois as well as the middle class.

The net result of the late coming of the English education was
that the Assamese who came from the vernacular schools could
not hope to gain employ ment; as the official language was Bengali
and the Assamese who came from government schools spoke and
wrote a language which was a mixed language. In other words,
suoh youth did not become bilingual in spite of the schooling,
which was essential. Moreover their chances of employment was-
always marred by the preference given to the Bengalees. The situa-
tion was frustrating for the Assamese. ;

The motive which brings the (Assamese) boys to school is

simply prospect of getting employ...... The one cry with

higher classes is: you have given us education under the promise
of employ and unfitted us for agricultural life and you do not
fill your promise...... (This) province has great reasons to
complain of the preference which is too = often given to the

Bengalces when selecting officers to fill vacancies. .. ...

May (Assamese) young men of high and good character who

have qualified themselves of employ and it is most discourag-

ing to them to see most of the high and even some of the in-

ferior offices filled by foreigners. .

The policy of recruiting Bengalees was being followed from
the time of David Scott when the Assamese men of rank who were
appointed as a part of the conciliatory policy, were found to be
corrupt and inefficient to discharge the duties' as required by the
new administative system.>* Men, mostly from Eastern Bengal,
were then began to be recruited who were experienced in such
work.35 Robertson continued to pursue the same policy and when
Jenkins took over, he found “almost every department was filled
by the Bengalis.””*®  The introudoution of Bengali as the court
. language created more job facilities for the incoming Bengalis.®?
With the opening up of avenues of employ ment in government
offices or trade, the influx of population from neighbouring dis-
tricts of Bengal like Sylhet, Dhaka, Mymensingh, Rangpur increa-
sed immensely. In fact, with the introduction of Bengali, the services
of Bengalees became indispensable in the government offices
" and schools, whether Anglo-Vernacular or vernacular since local
teachers were inadequate and incapable of imparting education in
Bengali. The virtual monopoly of the Bengalees in such fobs,
deprived the emerging Assamese bourgeoisie from employ-
ment, This new class had now placed their whole dependence on
..the chance of getting employment as they could not go back to
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agriculture not was there any other source of earning respectably.
White collar jobs were not only payingjbut assured them some
social status also in the changing value system. But the employ-
ment since had become not only competitive, but difficult for the
Assamese while Bengalees could acquire them not only because
of their educational edge but also because Bengali was their mother
tongue. The Assamese petty bourgeoisie were thus quick to realise
that it was the existence of Bengali language that placed them in
a terribly disadvantageous position in terms of government em-
ployment,
v

In the proceeding historical period the Assamese people emet-
ged into a community ; that is in course of their common geogra-
phical habitation and production relations, they developed a single
language, similar cultural traits and a common psychological make-
up. An eclementary unification of the community was brought
about by the vaishnavite reform movements brought about by
Sankardev in the 16th century. A great service was done by
Sankardev towards the development of Assamese nationality was
his compositions and the ‘use’ he made of theAssamese nationality
in such compositions. This entire process made the Assamese
cultural bonds stronger. But the situation did not d mand the
attainment of any cultural or political recognition. Such demands
arise only with the beginning of capitalism and its corresponding
superstructural manifestations like the appearance of a bourgeois
d mocratic political system, a developing money-commodity rela-
tionship and the appearance of a bourgeoisie.

The imposition of Bengali language brought about a rudi-
' mentary consciousness among the Assamese that they could be-
come a ‘nationality by themselves’ by virtue of their language.
* But this realisation was confined only to a few individual middle
class members who were just emerging. The absence of a middle
class explains why the fight for the legitimate reinstatement of the
Assamese language was left entirely on the Missionaries. Barring
Dhekial-Phukan all the protests that came from within the Assa-
mese came only after 1850’s. We have tried to show above that vari
ous classes were affected by the language policy as a ‘class’ but not as
a nationality at that point of time. In the absence of a middle class
who could have channellised this class discontentments, the poten-
tialities of a language movement detered out. TheAssamese middle
class bad not yet emerged strong enough to lead the Assamese.



The peasant. were basically a clags, which though a potentielly
revolutionary class, need middle class leadership to become re-
bellious.® The setting bourgeoi group also did not wish to protest
But the middleclass was just emerging. In fact Dhakial-Phukan can
be called to be the first member of it and those who were contesting
the policy after him were also the members of this nascent class.
But they were weak as a class to be able to infuse the ideology of
linguistic patriotism nor could they organise any powerful protest
movement. But the task was carried on by the Missionaries
working in Assam then and helped the beginning of the tacit for-
mation of the modern Assamese nationality. Awakening of national
life and national movements starts only after capitalism and such
movements are usually led by a middle class.®® This was not only
lacking in Assam during the period of our purview; even the disinte-
gration of the former system was not complete to pave way for the
new mode. While the Missionaries played the role which could
have been played by the middle classs, the situation faced by other
classes as shown above, provided the precondition for the awaken-
ing of the Assamese nationality into life. These conditions were
the result of the new system created by the Raj. It attacked the
Assamese classes through the language and made them aware of
of the persecution of their own language. That is why when initi-
ally there was no opposition, it became a vigrous issue later .on,
in fact more strongly after the reinstatement of the language.

The relationship of capitalism and nationality is hence, inextri-
cable, not only in its structural (base) aspects but also superstru-
ctural, : ;
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