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It g1ves us great joy to find that the Assoclatmn has been
growing in strength over the years as the premier reseafch or-
ganisation in North East India. Our strategies of grass-root
research, inter-disciplinery approach, “and group orientation
for an objective understanding of the mature of socio-economic
developments and social formations at different points of time
have started to yield the cherished results. The membership of
the organisation has been steadily increasing. Our more than
three hundred members today are the researchers from the Sur-
veys and research departments and the teachers in the- Univer-
sities, Colleges and Schools spread over all the seven States-in the
North-East, besides a few from outside the region. Our members
are not from History but also almost all the Social Sciences and
Humanities streams, and this is because of our faith in the study
of history as a science for socio-economic development.  Our
annual sessions are major academic gatherings in the region,
attended on an average by hundred and fifty delegates from all over
the region. A large number of research papers are persented and
discussed in the annual session each one of which is a substantial
addition to the existing literature. Our proceedings volumes are
acclaimed as major references on North East India.. We get
requests for copies of current as well as back volumes - from all
over the country and even abroad.

We have also.‘been able to create some enthusiasm  about
research in the history of the region. The researches in the history
of North East India are going on in all the Universities in the
region. A large number of M. Phil. and Ph. D. candidates are
working in regional history. There are on-going individual research
projects by teachers and professional researchers. The seminars
are occasionally organised in various institutions. A fair number
of research publications have come out in recent years and many
more must be in the pipe lines. The under-graduate and post-
graduate level courses in the history of North East India are
offered in the Universities in the region. Some of the State depart-
ments are planning to introduce the study of the history of the
concerned State in the schools, and some of our members are
cooperating with the SCERTs in preparing the text books. The
emerging important functions of this Association are to coor-
dinate the on-going researches, to design a perspective for
research, to develop appropriate tools and methodologies, and



w0 create literature in the history of the region so that it may be
possible to prepare a Comprehensive History of North East
India in the next few years,

The present volume is the Proceedings of the Seventh Annual
Session of the North East India History Association held at
the Jawaharlal Nehru College, Pasighat on November 11-13,
1986. Professor J. B. Ganguly, Director, Calcutta University
Post-graduate Centre, Agartala presided over the Session which
was inaugurated by Shri Khapriso Krong, Minister of Edcation,
Government of Arunachal Pradesh. Shri B. K. Kakoty, Prin-
cipal, and Dr. S. Dutta, Head, Department of History, Jawa-
harlal Nehru College, Pasighat did us great honour as Chairman
of the Reception Committee and Local Secretary of the Session
respectively. Besides its high academic, contents, the delegates

:shall cherish the fond memory of the session for warmth of the -
~greception extended by the organisers and the colourful entertain-
gament programme. Our thanks are due to the authorities of the

Jawaharlal Nehru Colleges Pasighat and the Government of
Arunachal Pradesh.

I am personally thankful to my coleagues Dr J. P. Singh, Dr.
O. P.Kejariwal, Dr. Milton S. Sangma, Dr. D. R. Syiemlieh and
Mr. Abhijit Choudhury for the help in editing and publishing
this volume. We are also thankful to the Indian Council of His-
torical Research and the North Eastern Council for financial
assistance.

Shillong (J. B. Bhattacharjee)
The 25 September 1987. : General Seeretary,
North East India History Association.
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British Taxation Policy in Assam : Some Observations
Shrutidev Goswami

Taxation in India is always regarded as an evil for it implies
the ‘‘substraction of so much wealth from individual enjoyment
or use.” It is seldom possible to hit upon a good tax, a tax *“that
is not open to some very grave objections,”* and however nominal
in incidence it is bound to produce irritation in the minds of the
tax-payers. While all taxes are unpopular, a tax with which the
people become familiar causes less indignation and bitterness than
the one which is entirely new. It is this psycholgical fact which
accounts for the saying—*an old tax is no tax.’* In the history of
taxation in Assam this analogy proved extremely relevant. In
Assam while some taxes where borne by the masses without oppo-
sition some others, viz. opium, income-tax, house-tax (in Khasi
and Jaintia Hills in particular) produced widespread dissatisfaction.
In any case, be it in Assam or in India as a whole, the first require-
ment of a good tax is that the people must be accustomed to it, and
that ‘it should be collected with the minimum chance for oppre-
ssion on the one hand and for evasion on the other.””® Unfortuna-
tely, however, in India, in the nineteenth century, this primary
requirement was totally absent. Way back in 1830 Sir William
Hunter observed,

Men must have enough to live upon before they can pay taxes.
The revenue yielding powers of a nation are regulated, not by
its _mere numbers; but by the margin between its national
earnings and its requirements for subsistence. It is because
this margin is so great in England that the English are the most
taxable people in the world. It is because this margin is so
small in India that any increase in the revenue involves serious
difficulties.*

Compared to many other provinces of India scope of taxation
was certainly limited in Assam. Some of the important sources
of state revenue were non existent here. For example, the revenue
derived from salt, supplied to Assam for consumption, was not
credited to Assam. Customs duties, abolished in 1835, had not
been revived in the nineteenth century. In the absence of these
two the Government had to depend to a great extent on the land
revenue, the rate of which was revised a number of times during the
nineteenth century. Needless to say that land had been the main-
stay of the British Government, having alone contributed the lion’s
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share of the sate income.® With the consolidation of their autho-
rity the British discovered that land revenue alone was not enough
for the growing requirements of the state and the necessity of ex-
ploiting the natural resources for the advantage of the rulers had
become imperative. Abkaree (excise) was one such tax to which the
attention of the Government was immediately drawn. Broadly
speaking there were two diffcrent sources of abkaree revenue in
Assam - revenue derived from opium and revenue derived from
all types of intoxicating drugs and spirituous liquors including
ganja (a narcotic preparation made from the flowers and leaves of
the Indian hemp plant). Opium which alone contributed nearly
five sixths of the total abkaree revenue in Assam was an item of
almost daily consumption for a large section of the native popula-
tion. In the early part of the last century there was practically
no restriction on its growth, every man was at Lberty to grow: it
in his garden. On their arrival in the province the British did not
interdict the home cultivation of opium but decided to restrict its
inordinate use by making available large quantities of government
(excise) opium with the avowed objeotive of placing this vile drug
“beyond the means of all but the most wealthy.”® In doing this
the authorities were belicved to have been influcnced more by re-
venue considerations, viz. supply of greater quantity of abkaree
opium with a view to undersell the local product (kanee). “‘There
can be no doubt”, the Board of Revenue, Lower Provinces, argued,
‘‘that the use of opium as all other stimulants is a legitimate subjeot
of taxation in Assam as elsewhere, and there is no way in  which
the tax can be so conveniently and on the whole unobjectionably
imposed.”? In 1860, the home cultivation of poppy was banned
throughout Assam, forcing thereby the opium-eaters to depend
entirely on the opium supplied by the Government. Unfortunatel,
notwithstanding the repeatedly declared official policy of ‘maximum
of revenue with minimum of consumption’, consumption in Assam
had not actually decreased. In reality between 1875 and 1920 the
Government steadily enlarged its opium revenue and by the end of
the latter year it had grown by almost 350 per cent, whereas consump-
tion during the same period had declined by only 13 per cent.® As
far as intoxicating drugs and liquors were concerned, duties were
originally levied in the district of Goalpara. The introduction of
duries on such articles were gradually extended to other districts
of the province. The excise duty in Assam, as elsewhere, was not
a mere tax levied through private manufacturer and retailer, but
like salt and opium, “‘a species of Government monoploy.”’® Being
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a creation of the British there could be hardly any doubt in regard
to its object, that it was to raise a revenue for Government by tax-
ing the manufacture and sale of all kinds of intoxicants in order
to “discourage intemperance as far as it is possible to do so without
interfering with the oridinary requircments of those classes of the
people who are in the habit of using the articles thus taxed.’’10
Moreover, under the existing system of excise management the
Government desired to make liquors and drgus as expensive as
possible, and to make the abkars pay as high a license-fee as liquors
and drugs would bear without making their price prohibitive to
the consumers. ““We can not tax the materials , wrote the Officiat-
ing Commissioner of Excise for Assam in 1890, “‘from which country-
spirits are made, and we adopt the only possible method to prevent
liquor from being sold cheap. A large revenue is quite compatible
with high priced liquor and a small consumption. Indeed,
the more we endeavour to obtain this end by improving our system,
the larger our receipts, upto a certain limit, will be.”!! Despite
this, the abkaree administration in Assam could not fully achieve
its object. It is a pity that side by side with the increase of abkaree
revenue consumption of almost all excised articles marked a steady
increase.  This is chiefly due to the fact that abkaree matters in
Assam in the nineteenth century were in a chaotic condition, and
the abkaree laws, for all intents and purposes, extended to the head-
quarters only and not to the interior. The position was worse in
the hill areas, where the abkaree laws could make very little impre-
ssion on the hill people.

Forests in Assam were considered the property of the Govern-
ment and their utilisation for revenue purpose had been the prin-
cipal concern of the authorities.  This, however, does not mean
that forest matters in Assam had received the attention they actually
deserved. The forest resources of the province were boundless
and they could have been harnessed to produce a considerable
revenue ; but compared to Madras, Burma and other forest-rich
provinces of India very little had been done here to introduce an
efficient system of forest management. Unfortunately, the control
of the Assam forests was left in the hands of the district civil officers
and its transfer to the hands of the officials of the forest department
was unnecessarily delayed. It was quite possible that a consider-
able portion of the forest revenue “sticks to the pockets of mouza-
dars and other collectors.”’? ' It is true that the indigenous agri-
cultural population of Assam did not to any great extent depend
on the forests for supply of their domestic requirements. The splen-
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.did bamboo ‘plantations and groves of trees furnished the ryots
with all the mate:ials they necded for building and other purposes.
The use of timber and wood was, therefore, certainly limited with
the exception of building of canoes and boats etc. Hence a well deve-
loped forest department in Assam was necessary not so much to
provide permanently for the domestic requirements of the agri-
cultural ryots than to provide the wood and other forest produce
nzcessitated by the growth of trade and development of the means
of communication and also by the expanding tea industry.®

Of the various miscellancous revenues, the house and the poll
taxes were the relics of the Ahom system of taxation. The British
did not abolish them altogether, but retained them in certain places
in a modified form. The lime quarries in the Khasi and Jaintia hills
were the properties of the native rulers.  With the establishment
of the British impzrialism the quarries fell in the hands of the Eng-
lish who made certain arrangements with the rulers for appro-
priating the profits. Gold washing had been a very profitable
industry during the Ahom period, but in the second
half of the mineteenth century it nearly died out.- Fisheries
and the salt wells yielded considerable revenue for the
Ahoms. Under British rule the former was steadily developed,
and the latter bscame an item of secondary importance as a result
of the increasing supply of the Bengal salt. Obnoxious inland and
customs duties were abolished with a view to introduce free and
fair trade, but income tax, stamp and ferry funds were levied to
meet the increasing demands of the state.

It must, however, be kept in mind that the English in India
were essentially a commercial community and their primary conc-
cern was to expand thsir commercial activities. ‘“The British power
in India after 1800 came to be regarded as no more than an acce-
ssory, an instrumsnt for ensuring the necessary conditions......
by which the potentially vast Indian market could be conquered
by the British Industry.”’* 1t was therefore obvious that their
fiscal policy in Asssm was directly linked with their commercial
programmes in rest of India. In order to achieve this broad obje-
ctive in view ths British, in stages, converted Assam into a vast
colony. Most of the indigenous institutions were either abolished
or recasted, and certain new arrangsments which suited them most
were introducsd. The abrupt change in policy was bound to create
intsrnal instability and this in turn led to great social unrest. Mills’
remark that ths revenue affairs during the first few years of the
Company’s rule had “retrograded than improved”’!® was extre-
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mely revealing. The Collectors failed to work under a system which
was entirely new to them. The Government demand - went on
accumulating in huge arrears, vast areas of land §Were thrown out
of cultivation and the ryots were exposed to the rapacity of the
revenue officers whose extortion had then become proverbial.
It is deplorable that throughout the nineteenth century the Govern-
ment had been primarily guided by financial considerations ;
priority was always on quicker and larger collection of revenue
rather than on increased production and efficient distribution.
Adequate encouragement was rarely given to induce the ryots to
extend and improve their holdings. ~Complete protection of the
peasants from oppression had been a mere dream in Assam under
the British. Undoubtedly. there were perhaps very few people in
India whom nature had bestowed a more fertile soil, and a country
better adapted for the production of almost all kinds of articles of
trade, but there were very few people in the nineteenth century
whose conditions had been more deplorable. It is true that as a
body the ryots of Assam were better off than their counterparts
in Bsngal where they were subjected to the caprices of the zamin-
dars and were ‘‘beyond any control from the European representa-
tive of Government in charge of the district.”’'s But this itself can-
not be a true index of the general conditions of the Assamese pea-
santry. Even a man like Anandaram Dhekial Phukan had to admit
that the authorities had failed *“‘to improve in any material degree
the condition and prosperity of the country or even to repair the
loss it had lately sustained from the domestic wars and foreign
invasions.”’

To sum up, the fiscal policy of the Government was the cause
of great social tension in Assam. In the fast changing situation,
the peasants, the worst sufferers of the British rule, were forced to
live in the most dissipated manner, and in the absence of any com-
prehensive plan to mitigate their growing grievances their condi-
tions worsened with the progress of the British rule. Frequent en-
hancement of land revenue added fuel to the fire. All this eventu-
ally led to a wide-spread peasant movement which terribly rocked
the Assamese rural society in the last part of the last century.
Though quelled with brute force these uprisings not only exposed
the defects of the British rule but also proved beyond doubt that
any attempt at sccio-economic reconstruction without corres-
ponding improvement in the moral and material conditions of the
people was bound to be abortive. What was needed in Assam was
the infusion of ‘energy and enterprise into individual chara-
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otef’, and not malicious disregard for the problems of the ryots.
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