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Introduction

The valley of Assam...is in point of physical resemblance closely connected
with Bengal...the atmosphere is drier, clearer, less enervating and more
wholesome.. . where forest alternates with stretches of grass or reeds, thick
and dense, the home of the rhinoceros, buffalo and tiger.

—Imperial Gazetteer of India, 1909

Assam appears as a grand repertoire of mountains, gentle hills, mighty
rivers, and sprawling plains covered with rich vegetation. This description
of nature goes back to the early Assamese literature,! in which nature
was seen to be not only grandiose but also integral to the making of the
Assamese society. Contemporary literature, however, defies the mystical
symbolization of nature and would rather point to the rapid deforestation
or depletion of fauna. Environmental loss is painful to record and
document. Attention has been drawn to the increasing conflict between
humans and animals over their respective habitat. According to popular
opinion, the intensity of floods and land erosion, a direct repercussion of
deforestation, has become more threatening than previously experienced,
compelling peasant communities to forcefully assert their claim over the
government owned forest lands. Forest lands have been converted into
agrarian zones. The peasant society and their livelihood practices have
emerged as the greatest threat to the forested space. That the Indian
Forestry programme continued to undermine the livelihood of forest-
dependent communities has repeatedly surfaced in Indian political
discourse. In doing so, the big capital has also come under the scanner,
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generating further debate. All these concerns have been crystallized into
a contested history of forest resources. This has created two separate
spaces of public debate. One advocates greater preservation of wild
animals and biodiversity. Another section, scattered geographically and
socially, supports a more rational redistribution of forest areas amongst
the community and peasants while a small section endorses a stricter
regime of governmental supervision over forest resources. Scarcity of
agricultural land for an increasing peasant population has led to the
forest land coming under pressure. More forested areas have come
under human occupation. The beneficiaries include not only the peasant
society but also the industrial-business class.

Can this concern over the environment and natural endowments
be historically addressed? If so, is it possible to indicate the defining
moment since when dramatic and visible changes can be seen in the
forests in Assam? Yes, on several accounts there were perceptible
changes in the way the people understood and related with the forests
since the nineteenth century. These changes can be broadly understood
in terms of management of the jungles, conversion of the forest resources
into saleable commodity, and also understanding about the forest. Over
the years the wilderness of the forest was tamed and order was brought
about. The ‘jungle’ was converted into forest’. Jungle, an erstwhile space
for wild animals and ghosts, often memorized through folktales, no more
bore a story of unfamiliar and hostile territory.

These forests had traversed a long journey from wilderness to an
ordered jungle, from petty trade in forest products to brisk business
in the international market, and from hunting areas to national parks.
Those changes had far-reaching impact in forest management as well as
the perception of the forest. For instance, the sole privilege to extract
timber from the forest and to direct the future of forestry remained with
the Imperial Forest Department, and it continued with little modification
after Independence. By creating and asserting an absolute right of the
Forest Department, apart from alienating the traditional rights of
the people, the colonial state converted the forest into a commercial
commodity. To improve the commercial aspects, management of the
forested landscape became vital and it was here that the science of forest
management developed. Over the years, both commerce and science went
hand-in-hand in the management of forests in Assam. Modern western
science as an agency of the colonial state entered into the complex world
of forestry to change our perception about nature forever. Changes came
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in the pattern of spatial distribution of forest resources. In contrast to the
previous history of heterogeneous biomass, the forests now acquired a
homogenous character. Within the forest tamilies there was a hierarchy
of order which was defined by their commercial importance. Similarly,
a new social class came into existence to exploit the forest resources,
the benefit of which went to a handful of people who never played any
significant role in the society’s larger well being or, earned unaccounted
profits through this process but did not contribute to the reforestation.
There was increasing pressure on the Forest Department to accommodate
the interest of non-market forces in deciding the management of forest
resources, leading to rapid deforestation. Equally revolutionary was the
relation of the forestry programme with the fauna; the transition taking
place in the last quarter of the twentieth century. At the same time, the
twentieth century also witnessed a contested regime of struggle over the
forest resources. The legislative discourses allowed customary agrarian
practices like grazing or shifting cultivation to resist hegemony of the
imperial forestry programme. The forestry programme had no other
option but to negotiate with these claims and key concessions were
granted at regular intervals. Amidst these, several popular protests have
surfaced, challenging several state-sponsored projects aimed at the
further taming of nature. These popular movements have successfully
highlighted the onslaught on the local eco-system brought in by these
massive projects. At the end of the twentieth century these contested
notions of rights took a new turn, resulting in protracted public debate
about the idea of forest conservation and utility of the forest resources.

PoLITICAL ECONOMY OF MODERN NATURE

These environmental changes—the changes in forest landscape in
particular—were not unique to Assam alone. A rich body of historical
literature has already contributed to an understanding of the dynamics
of changes.” Studies ranging from regional to sweeping coverage of all
continents have masterfully related the underlying currents of these
changes.” Works based on the Indian environment have also contributed
to this rich body of scholarship and have suggested how State intervention
brought enduring changes into the South Asian environment during the
colonial era. Despite attempts to generalize the environmental concerns it
is a widely accepted scholarly position that unlike Europe the South Asian
countries need to be subjected to specific treatment over the question of
environmental history. The South or for that instance South-East Asian,
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countries cannot ignore the period of colonial rule, which played a key
role in bringing several changes in their environment.

As is well known, the South Asian environmental history began with
a critique of the political economy of British imperialism. The Indian
environmental history, in its early phase of the 1980s, essentially focused
on those political movements that resisted the trader—political nexus
leading to extensive deforestation. These enquiries were exhaustive
studies of the imperial polity, as the latter was responsible for creating a
regime of forest management as well as etfective commercial exploitation
of the Indian forests. Another aspect of this phase of historical enquiry
was to see how peoples’ right was alienated from their traditional
dependence on natural resources. These studies could not escape strong
challenges put forward by other scholars who refused to accord a primary
thrust to a commercial motive in the imperial conservation and forestry
debates.* Such scholarships highlight the role played by an enlightened
group of colonial officials who could well foresee the danger of rapid
deforestation, that required immediate state intervention. A second
wave of works representing a thin line of departure, from a previously
total focus on environmental history based on the political economy of
imperial polity, began to appear in the 1990s.> A collective body of social
scientists, environmental scientists, and environmental activists began to
redefine the agendas of the Indian environmental history. This new wave
of historical investigation was also witness to a series of interventions by
the Indian State. A crucial entry was that of the proactive Indian judicial
system, which strongly criticized the administrative-bureaucratic laxity
in enforcing forest conservation. This enthusiasm of the Indian State
hardly succeeded in bringing anything new to the imperial framework
of conservation. A rigid understanding of conservation of forest based
on an exclusionist policy further put people’s livelihood at stake. New
scholarship brought into light the complex interplay of people’slivelihood
and ecological dynamics. Essentially these scholarships suggest that the
making of the modern forests in India was largely an outcome of the
imperial enterprise. These key historiographical aspects are important to
recast the evolution of imperial forestry programme in Assam.

Evolution of Ideological Paradigm

The official history of the Imperial Forest Department links the forestry
programmes growth to the process of large-scale removal of timber
from the Indian forest since the middle of the nineteenth century.® The
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agencies of removal were instruments of the imperial civilizing mission,
the railway, which had begun to expand greatly, or the agenda of agrarian
expansion. The colonial state advocated the destruction of the forests for
the expansion of the agrarian frontier. Felling operations of the forests
continued unsupervised. For instance, the sub-Himalayan forests were
destroyed very rapidly.” Petty timber trade, involving both Indian and
European capital, grew, catering to the imperial needs, and the movement
of timber went beyond the territorial limits imposed by pre-imperial
polity. The first phase of modern deforestation began, requiring a
supervisory control over this deforestation as well as creating a sustained
supply for future imperial needs.”* As the forestry programme began to
evolve, the primary agenda was the management and exploitation of
the inexhaust-ible timber resources. The south Indian forests offered a
fine example of the deforestation and simultaneous forest conservation
schemes of the East India Company. In practising forest conservation,
the Company administration appropriated the existing principles
of resource use and allowed the Indian system to continue. A regular
forest administration was put in place in Malabar in 1806, but soon it
was dissolved and the affairs of the same were entrusted to the Revenue
Department. This also resulted in the monopoly of the colonial state
over the management of the Indian forest. For a considerable period, the
Company administrators, who wanted a guaranteed supply of timber,
ensured that preventive measures were taken to restrict the exhaustion
of the natural resources. Thus, on one hand securing profits from
trade in the forest produce, and on the other hand, revenue generation
became the primary purposes of early colonial forest policy. D. Brandis,
the German forester, repeatedly appeared on the stage with his various
types of innovation in Indian forest management. He was instrumental
in crafting the nineteenth-century India’s forest policy and also in the
making of the 1878 Forest Act. Moreover, he is credited for coining the
magic words ‘sustainable management’. Along with the move to create
a Forest Department, an attempt was made to develop commercial
plantation. Though it failed initially, success came eventually with
the experimentation at the Botanical Garden in Calcutta in 1805 to
develop teak plantation, which made India’s path towards monoculture
plantations, primarily consisting of tropical hardwoods, an easier
one. From mapping to plantation, it was a great leap forward for the
Indian forestry. Even though the official scientific forest conservation
commenced since the middle of the nineteenth century, the commercial
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motive was the primary agenda of such conservation projects. By the end
of the century, a sizeable amount of forested areas came under the regime
of colonial forest conservation.

Exactly when the votaries of scientific management of forest took over
the reins of the Indian forest administration is still a contested subject.”
Nonetheless, the intellectual burden of this new concept could be
traced to those who propagated the idea of the desiccation theory." The
principal argument of this theory was that deforestation was central to the
cause of climatic changes, including a decrease in rainfall and a general
reduction of humidity, particularly the drying up of the soil. Botanists,
doctors, and foresters were convinced of the water-storing function of
forests. It was now an accepted proposition that forest coverage played
a highly important role in the climate. This compelled the propagator
of the desiccation theory to advocate for the rigid protection of forests
as well as the creation of the Forest Department. The rapid depletion
of forest in north and south India and growing need of sleepers for the
railway department paved the way for the establishment of the Forest
Department in various parts of imperial India.

Several recent studies have strongly argued that the colonial era
interventions were mediated in complex ways by local pressures."
These often blunted the sharper edge of exclusion of traditional people’s
right over natural resources. On the other hand, it has been suggested
that imperial forestry in the subcontinent emerged out of contesting
paradigms. It is also often argued that what won out in the end was the
continental European forestry paradigm.’ I would also suggest that this
continental forestry was largely dependent on the bureaucratic pillars
of the imperial state. Both botanists and industrial lobbies came to play
key roles in the imperial forest management after the First World War,
with impending economic crisis as well as the growth of Indian business
houses, leading to more organized diversification of forest resources in
the post-war period. This reorientation was fully supported by the State.
[t was at this time that the institutional support base of the forest produces
was directed to Indian customers too. The alienation of community was
further widened and was given a permanent form.

Contested Regime of Resource Use

Wide-ranging works on South Asian environmental movements often
highlight the conflict between the agricultural practice and imperial
forestry but stop short of looking into how land settlement politics tried
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to redefine forest management.'” This conflict of interest between the
agrarian revenue and forest revenue was not merely contined to ground
conflicts but often bureaucrats trained in two discreet branches of
colonial administration entered into long drawn-out debates in deciding
the priorities as was the case of Assam. Such conflict, between the
science of forest conservation, development, and the agrarian frontier,
is only representative of a wider phenomenon. It is now well known that
practices of conservation are defined by a narrow vision of scientific
practice that often counterproductive to local practices of understanding
nature." More importantly, such State-sponsored hegemonic practices
of conservation not only reject any possibility of alternative programme
of conservation but also marginalize the democratic political practices
of society or a community’s/marginalized community’s claim to be a
meaningful partner in the well being of nature. The social movement,
mostly of the underprivileged, in the developing world has been in
critical engagement with the epistemological foundations ot the notions
of development. These political engagements have predominantly
brought in aspects of human and environmental costs into the structural
component of development. This is an acceptance of the fact that the
communities that are marginal and at the fringe of mainstream political
privileges have successfully asserted ‘a cultural identity that entails
“way of being” in the world’. This has been manitested in several recent
environmental movements.

Rethinking Conservation: Forestry vis-a-vis Wildlife

Recent scholarships have demonstrated how the animals inside the
Indian jungles were endowed with the new spatial identity.” While
animals were seen primarily as a threat to the expanding agrarian
activities, a regime of annihilation of carnivores became the primary
agenda of the Forest Department. In the wake of growing and widely
popular practices of hunting and game, the fate of several species became
deplorable. The department could influence little in controlling these
damages, which had acquired a serious dimension amongst the colonial
elites. Hunting and sports came under regimented control since the first
few decades of the twentieth century only. This regimented supervision
of wild animals laid down the principles of the establishment of game
sanctuaries. And by the middle of the century the preservation of wildlife
became a distinct programme of the Forest Department. Several recent
studies have highlighted the limitation of the existing conservation
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programme.'* With a note of optimism, in the last quarter of the
twentieth century, science-based wildlife studies began to play a key role
in redefining the wildlife conservation programme but ‘the pace at which
conservation practitioners absorb new scientific knowledge may be too
slow to assist’ in attaining the goals of the conservation programme."’
A shift of ideological paradigm with the science-based paradigm not
only challenges the exclusionist policy of the conservation programme
but has also brought under increasing scrutiny the primary and essential
attention to only big species."

Is it possible to clearly demarcate between wildlife and agrarian life?
Can we write a history of Indian wildlife without locating its link with
the agrarian life? Possibly the answer would be negative. As it is now
apparent, the threat to the ‘sanctity’ of various Indian wildlife habitats
has increased manifold. The response of the Indian State, and the
Indian forestry programme, to the crisis has not spilled over beyond the
straightjacket understanding of poacher or crimes committed by them. Is
it possible to go beyond this? Can there be coexistence between humans
and wild animals and thus a possible redefinition of the Indian forestry
programme? Though beyond the scope of the present book, these are
fundamental questions that need to be addressed.

independence and Political Ecology

After Independence, the priorities of the Indian forestry programme
quickly came to be defined by the Indian National Forest Policy of 1952,"
which envisaged that the forestry programme must be subordinate to
the larger national goal of industrialization. These ideas were, over the
years, laid out in the Indian planning. Exploitation of forest resources,
primarily aimed at industrialization, went on with a highly unsuccessful
afforestation programme. On the other hand, the hegemony of these
State-scientific regimes of natural resource-management remained a
highly contested subject and often led to ‘social revolt’ that became part
of a spectre of intellectual protest.”” Rajan argues that this led to a re-
conceptualization of the discipline of forestry with new approaches to
silviculture, economics, law, and crucially, which also carried the message
of modernity.?! This disciplinary change ‘constitutes nothing short of
a cognitive revolution, one that has been brought about by a clearly
articulated political perspective on the orientation of the discipline of
forestry by its practitioners’. Several State-sponsored programmes, with
critical international financial implications, attempted to reduce these
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social conflicts. These policies claimed to emphasize on a new approach
that sought a shitt in the existing inequitable distribution of management
control by directly involving local people and institutions in forest
management. That such claims do not in reality involve the transfer of
ownership over forests and attempt instead to restructure the formal
system of access, decision-making, and sharing of benefits to account for
the needs of local communities has been shown in several studies. While
many object to this fundamental limitation, proponents of this approach
regard it as a negotiating process, where the objectives of different users
would be determined through a transparent and participatory process.
The key departure was in the evolution of a new regime of wildlife
management, as indicated in the previous section.

This engagement of Indian environmental history cannot, however,
trace the major departures of the post-independent forestry. This neglect
is not to be merely understood in terms of institutional restriction in
accessing archival sources.”” Our marginal interest in locating the critical
departures in the ideological shift within post-independent forestry is
also important to explain this.*» Will it not be too early to attach so much
significance to post-independent forestry without looking at various
levels of interaction with which the Indian State had tried to overcome
these challenges?

ASSAM AND MODERN FORESTS: IMPERIAL TO POST-COLONIAL

Can the practices of imperial forestry in Assam offer some insight into
the present body of scholarship? Did Assam’s case offer any crucial
departure from the imperial forestry? How did the colonial state negotiate
the various forms of existing resource uses? Did it see the forest resources
in the hills and plains from a similar epistemological context? Did the
local pressures, like that of the Assamese peasants or that of the powerful
tea-planters lobby, reshape the imperial forest policies? Or how were the
other natural resources, largely identified as mineral resources, viewed
by the managers of the forests? Is there any possibility to bring these
natural resources under the ambit of general policy discussions centred
on forest-related questions? For instance, did the high intensity of the
practice of shifting cultivation, or the savannah grasslands, as a distinct
ecological setting, offer any crucial point of departure that required
complex handling by the colonial forest officials? These questions hardly
find any space in the recent literature relating to this region.* Some of
these questions are addressed in public arena. The latter is primarily a
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reaction of the public intelligentsia to various natural calamities where
the State failed to provide relief. Public opinion mostly suggests that loss
of forest coverage is indicative of the general environmental degradation.
In contrast to such a grim view of the ‘environment’, other writings also
draw attention to the rich flora and fauna found in the region.”®

While public debates on ecology and environment have already
gained momentum the intellectual foundation of several recent studies
on the growth of imperial forestry in Assam primarily rests on a non-
critical engagement with the praxis of colonial forestry.* The scope of
these histories are limited due to their mere sketch of the emergence of
the forest bureaucracy and thus equally suffer from an overemphasis on
torest bureaucracy.” On the other hand, while accepting the idea of a
homogenous imperial forestry it could not refrain from explaining the
Assam experiment as more than an extension of the Bengal experiment.
The practical difficulties faced by the foresters had played a much
more important role in the making of the forest. For many of the early
foresters, the Assam forest was an extension of the eastern mountain
ranges, having a geological connection with the topography of western
South-East Asia.

The encounter of the forested landscape of Assam with the imperial
rule can be traced back to the period when the East India Company
gradually became interested in this region. Once the Company
administration was secured, the possibilities of integrating the existing
complex range of forest-based trade practices with the imperial economy
became clear.”* The initial intervention took place with the discovery of
tea plants in Assam when the Company administration began to lease
out such lands to the European planters.” It was since the 1870s that the
newly established provincial Forest Department began to affirm its right
over the forest resources of the province. Though the Forest Department
asserted its sole right over the forested land, the planters also began to
reaffirm their distinctive right over it. Gradually, geologists came to be
part of the Forest Department to establish a crucial link with the imperial
polity. The discovery of mineral resources and its emergence as a key
aspect of the management of natural resources still awaits attention in
the literature relating to the Indian environmental history. It is important
to know to what extent the discovery of mineral resources influenced the
Forest Department in reconfiguring its forestry programme. Could the
Forest Department negotiate with the speculators of mineral resources
in asserting its claims over the forested patches? While these two
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components of the colonial state struggled for their respective shares
over the wastelands and mineral resources, the peasant society also
articulated their claim over the wastelands. Throughout the nineteenth
century the consistent colonial policy on wastelands was to open it for
cultivation. The major beneficiary of such a policy were the tea planters.
The local rich peasants also claimed a good amount of these lands, which
necessarily helped in the formation of a class of rich absentee landiords.
However, since the early twentieth century the government began to
appreciate the benefits of wastelands in terms of possibilities of opening
of jute cultivation and encouraged peasants from the east Bengal to settle
there. Clearly, both the tea plantation and forest conservation programme
deprived the indigenous peasants of their access to the natural resources.
This had also restricted the widely practised shifting cultivation. Such
restrictions, however, were protested by the peasants who contested either
their curtailment of traditional rights or enhancement of revenue. Large-
scale relinquishment of land-lease took place, indicating the prevalence
of peasant dissatisfaction. In the next century, along with the changing
nature of the agrarian structure, the nature of peasant resistance changed
and was also directed towards the local landlords and other agencies of
socio-economic exploitation.”

This brings us to address two important aspects, that is, tea-plantation
and land reclamation. What was the role of tea-plantation in the
evolution of a distinct forest conservation regime in Assam? That the tea-
planters were in the forefront of taking the forestiand into their lease and
eventually clearing them is adequately discussed in the existing literature.
Did the tea-planters lobby have any determining impact on crucial policy
formulation of the Imperial Forest Department, such as the selection of
trees for plantation or deciding the fate of surveyed forested zone? By the
close of the nineteenth century, tea plantation turned out to be one of the
important sectors of colonial intervention in Assam. The tea-planters,
with effective support from the colonial administration, came to occupy
a vast landmass. In the land thus owned, existing jungles or forest cover
were cleared off and replaced with tea seedlings and other trees, which
were meant to work as shadow trees for the tea saplings. This not only
changed the landscape permanently but also transformed forever the
pattern of the relationship of man and nature, also leading to extensive
landscape fragmentation. However, the effective use of land under the
patronage of the colonial system continued, and it is yet to be determined
as to who was the ultimate beneficiary. On the other hand, since the early
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twentieth century, with the rapid reclamation of agricultural land by the
peasants from east Bengal, the pressure on grass land, and also the flood-
plains of the Brahmaputra valley, had increased manifold. In the late
twentieth century, popular opinion was directed against this settlement
as having crucial impact on the forest coverage in the state. What critical
impact did it have on the forestry policy?

The ideas and the ideological issues involved in forest conservation
took a definite shape since the last quarter of the nineteenth century. By
that time the colonial state had acquired the much-needed experience in
forest administration. The rich experience of the other provinces helped
immensely in understanding the forestry question with more depth. In
the twentieth century, increased competition for the forest resources
gave rise to conflicting ideological moorings along with a wider public
participation in the environmental and forest issues. While displaced
peasants vied for a place in the Reserved Forest, State vigilance also
increased over the forest resources.

It would be unwise to suggest that forests remained a pristine and
untouched zone in the pre-imperial period or that there was no trade in
forested resources. That Assam and its neighbourhood had a rich and
complex trade system dependent on forest resources is well document-
ed.’' An instance of this is the political economy of the Ahom-Mughal
wars, which was crucially connected with the Mughal rulers’ insistence of
securing access to the forest resources of the region, including the prized
elephants. Contest over natural resources resulted in wars and frequent
clashes between the Ahom kings and Mughal rulers. In the pre-colonial
time, beyond the Ahom frontier, taxes on a variety of forest produce,
which included cotton and birds, contributed to the revenue. The State
exchequer also relied heavily on the exploitation of the forest resources,
including the elephant. The most commonly used item was timber for
constructing boats. The Ahom military system was crucially interested
in securing its waterways and hence required sustained investments for
naval warfare. Similarly, elephants were usually procured in large num-
bers not only to strengthen the military system but also for everyday uses
of the royal palaces. The Mughal Empire insisted on getting elephants as
war indemnity.

However, thisdoes not explain the pressure of the peasant communities
on the forested zone and consequent forest clearances. That the pre-
colonial forests were integrally connected with the expanding agrarian
frontier has been shown in several works. For instance, Amalendu Guha
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argues that though the Ahom kingdom had complete control over the
forest resources it also encouraged the peasants to clear forest land into
agrarian land.*? The peasants, who had opened these new lands, had
to provide the normal revenue as fixed by the State. The most widely
practised form of forest clearance was the shifting cultivation, which
was practised both in the plains and hills. Normally such clearance was
restricted to grasslands, which were easier to clear either by putting them
on fire or by using simple agricultural tools. On the other hand, away
from the direct control of the Ahom kingdom, the relatively independent
feudal chiefs and the tribal monarchies retained their hold over large
forested areas. Clearly, the idea of forest as reserved territory, except some
areas that were specially demarcated for hunting by the royal family, did
not exist. The forest management during the pre-colonial times had little
to do with a market economy.

While there was a spectre of change in the colonial era in the way
natural resources were seen and understood these changes had left
behind a legacy of social conflicts that were paramount to the political
landscape of the late twentieth century Assam. Over the years, as the
peasants lost their cultural right over land, the State further pushed
them away from these resources for their inability to become cash-crop
producers. A series of ethnic movements wanted a reconfiguration of
the relationship of communities with natural resouces, particularly
their access to the forest lands. Here, we attempt to link the present day
conflicts in Assam, many of which are land and resource-based, to their
root in the colonial era. The science and practice of conservation, driven
by concerns of ecology and environment, remained a distant dream
for the forest conservationist. Much of the natural histories of wildlife,
spanning several decades, has overlooked the complex relation of wildlife
to the imperial forestry programme.* At the same time, despite popular
claims of success of the conservation programme in Assam, science-
based conservation studies have shown the limitation of this programme,
Such a conservation programme is also lacking in the region. Not only
is the forest bureaucracy generally reluctant to allow epistemological
shift but even the institutional foundations of a science-based research
programme hardly finds systematic state support. That often the forestry
programme has emerged as a threat to the wildlife habitat is generally
known. * In contrast, the growing depletion of wildlife habitat is being
projected by recent popular interventions as often directly to due non-
Assamese incursions or even demographic pressures.
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OVERVIEW

This volume is about the historical transformation of Assam’s nature
over the last 200 years. It begins with an enquiry of how, since the early
nineteenth century, the forest resources in Assam were mapped and
became integrated with merchant capitalism. Gradually an imperial
forestry framework helped to systematically explore the widely distributed
forest resources. These resources were catalogued according to their
economic value. The colonial state began to define its relationship with
the forest resources by regulating timber trade and experimenting with
excluding forested tracts from any general consumption. Chapter 1
discusses how this early management became part of a larger ideological
paradigm of the continental forestry and, eventually, the road was cleared
for the establishment of the Forest Department in Assam to complete the
task of bringing ‘order’ to the jungles of Assam. Chapter 2 narrates the
political economy of the new spatial order. Assertion of rights over this
space required manifold negotiations and entailed a complex process.
The complex evolution of institutions and the methods of governance of
this new landscape are examined in Chapter 3. The governance required
that claims of the colonial state be founded on legal premises and thus
followed a series of forest legislations. The idea of governance could be
put into practice by a team of ideologically motivated people, known as
foresters. Chapter 3 also discusses how, as governance of forest acquired -
a strong foothold, the imperial forestry programme needed to redefine
its parameters. The best example of such a situation was the case of tea-
plantation economy and agrarian practices. The ideological paradigm of
the forestry programme witnessed little changes after Independence.
The evolution of forest as imperial economy is addressed in Chapter
4. The chapter discusses how after the forests was codified into various
marketable resources they were categorized into two main domains;
that is, major forest produce and minor forest produce. Minor forest
produce, as it came to be known, took care of the heterogeneous market.
Arrangements were made so that these resources could find their way
efficiently into the distant markets. Working plans were prepared to
arrange for the planned extraction of forest produce from the forest areas.
Chapter 4 further details the growth of institutional customers for the
forest products. Chapter 5 examines how science worked as the significant
instrument of economic transformation of the forested landscape of
Assam. The management, conservation, and effective regeneration of the
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forest could be only possible through the intervention of the science of
forestry, primarily identified in the practices of silviculture. Chapter 6
explains the position of fauna in the imperial forestry programme. As
imperial forestry and agriculture progressed, animals were seen primarily
as a threat to mankind and to the expanding agrarian frontier. A regime
of hunting and annihilation of carnivores became the prime agenda
of the Forest Department. However, since the early twentieth century,
attention shifted from guns to cameras. Hunting and sports came under
regimented control. This regimented supervision of wild animals laid
down the principles of the twentieth-century history of game sanctuaries.
Chapter 7 addresses the livelihood practices and how the forestry
programme had worked out the great strategy of encroaching into these
practices. The concluding chapter takes the argument of the book into a
comparative perspective with both South and South-East Asia and tries
to foresee the future of the political forests. What has changed since then
is that though the imperial interest subsided, the new political parameters
have led to nowhere. Compared to the history of colonial forestry, the
making of forest policy in the post-colonial period was defined more by
the complexities of the political matrix. This does not mean that in the
colonial times, the forestry was free from political negotiation. While this
book suggests that the working of the Forest Department in Assam was
located in the larger regional ecological setting, still it could not escape
the ambit of the imperial forestry paradigm. The study also examines
how present day ecological conflicts are intricately located in the colonial
era when forests, land, and resource-based conflicts began to take new
shape.
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