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PREFACE

The Eleventh Session of the North East India History
Association was held at the Manipur University, Imphal, amidst
great enthusiasm and gay. This was for the second time that
we were invited by the Manipur University and Professor
Gangmumei Kabui, Head, Department of History, Manipur
University, created a history for the Association being the Local
Secretary for the second time. The delegates will cherish the
fond memory of the session for a long time due to the warm
hospitality and colourful entertainment programmes, besides
the high standard of the academic sessionsin keeping with the
tradition of the Association.

Shri Chintamani _Panigrahi? the Governor of Manipur,
inaugurated the session and Shri R. K. Ranbir Singh, the Chief
Minister of Manipur, graced the inaugural function as a Guest
of Honour- Professor V. K. Ahluwalia, Vice-Chancellor of
Manipur University, did the Association a great honour as the
Chairman of the Organising Committee and by his welcome
address. Shri Kh. Amutombi Singh, Deputy Chief Minister
of Manipur, released the publications. About one hundred
and seventy delegates attended the session in which more than
cighty papers were presented in nine panels. The First H. K.
Barpujari Endowment Lectures by Professor B. N. Mukherjee,
Carmichael Professor, Calcutta Unlversity, was an added fea-
ture of the session. Professor Tarasankar Banerjee, Dean,
Faculty of Arts, Viswa-Bharati Unlversity, presided over the
session.

The volume is the proceedings of the eleventh session of
the North East India History Association held at the Manipur
University on October 25-27, 1990, | am thankful to my
colleagues Professor J. P. Singh, Prof. M.S.Sangma, Dr. D.R.
Sylemlich and Shri Atul Dev Sarmah for their help in select-
ing and editing the papers and publishing the volume. We
are thankful to the Indian Coupci] of Historical Research for
generous financial assistance to the Association for the session
and for publication of the PToceedings.

(J. B. Bhattacharjee)
General Secretary

Shillong,
The 15th June 1991
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Socio-economic Tensions in Tripura during
the First World War

Ranjit Kumar De

The relations between the Native States and the paramount
power constitute an important aspect of British coloinalism in
India. The two World Wars of the present century provided an
excellent opportunity for the rulers of the Indian States to demon-
strate their loyalty and thereby extracted from them the maximum
contributions to the war efforts.! 1In this paper an attempt is made
to assess the socio-economic situation and tension in Tripura State
during the First World War periods. :

On the outbreak of the first World War in August 1914, when
the All India National Congress at Madras (1914) resolved ““to
stand by the Empire at all hazards and at allcosts”2,” His Highness
the Maharaja Bir Bikram Kishore Manikya placed his personal
services and the resources of his State at the disposal of the Im-
perial Government and he gave a suitable donation to the Provin-
cial War Relief Fund, a branch of which was successfully started
in this State. s

The offer of the king was accepted by the British Government.
The following war contributions and gifts were made by the king
during 1914-18 :4

1. Credited to His Majasty’s Government to- Rs
wards the general expenses of the war 1,00,000
2. Imperial Indian Relief Fund :-
1st instalment ok - 12,000
2nd instalment e - 3,750
3rd instalment i g 15.000
4th instalment i " 1,00,000
3. BengaliBattalion Patriotic Fund - 5.360
4. Lady Carmichael Women’s War Fund, from .. 5,700
Her Highness the Maharani
5. Y.M. C. A. Qs i 100
6. St. Dunstan’s Day Fund .. i 150
7. Maintenance of an ambulance car in France .. 3,600
for one year - o’
8. British Day Fund 2t o, 1.000
9. Bomnas to recrnits i o 1,025
10. Uniform for recruits 336
11. Travelling and other expenses for recruits . . 380
12. 800 KhakiShirts forthe 11th Rajputssery- .. 1,812
ing in Mesopotamia
13. Giftofone Motor boat for ambulence work .. 25,000

in Mesopotamia, worth about



The war contributions in various heads of Rs. 2,75.233 from
Tripura whose total population stood at 2.29,613 and 3,04,437 in
in 1911 and 1927 respectively were not small. These semi compul-
sory war contributions was made to swell up the British military
expenditure at the cost of the productive and development works
of the State.5

The growth of population during 1911-1921 and specifically
from. 1916-17 as a result of immigration from the neighbouring
British districts posed problems. So the population figures are
tabulated below :- :

1911 1921
Tippera District . 36,3021:7 125,689
Noakhali 4,759 4,583
Chittagong 5,577 9,891
Chittagong Hill Tracts 105 1,469
Dacca 1,434 2,6166
Sylhet 25,549 33,9297

Total number of immigrants from 72,726 73,177
six contiguous districts

Immigrants from different parts 81,666 96,374 &
of India

Total immigrant population 1,54.392 1,74,551

The total population of Tripura State in 1911 and 1921 in-
cluding immigrants was 2,29.613 and 3,04,437 respectively.® The
addition of immigrant population numbering 1,74,551 to the ori-
ginal population in 1921 is a matter of serious concern for a tiny
State like Tripura.

It will be seen from the above table that out of these British
districts, Sylhet and Tippera were the largest source of migration.
As Tripura had plenty of waste land, so the people of the densely
populated Sub-Divisions of Sylhet, Noakhali and Trippera were
attracted to come here in the search of cultivable land.1 With
the opening of the tea-gardens in Kailashabar and Dharmanagar
Divisions during 1916-17 by the then Maharaja Birendra Kishore
Manikya with the recommendations of Dr. A. C. Bhattacharyya,
Ph. D., there took place daily flocking of labourers from the above
mentioned British districts to this State. They formed a big labour
colony.l2 This migration, of course, on the one band increased
the revenue of the State and dreary tracts were transformed into
smiling lands ; but on the other band the sudden increase in popu-
lation specially from 1916-17 bore the germ of the socio-economic
tensions in the unforeseen future. The war and its ramifications
had already produced a situation where the life of the people was
affected 13 in many ways and thus simultaneously sharpened the
socio-economic tensions within the society.’4

In this context came an allegation from the British, of loose
administration in certain parts of Tripura.1s Taking the advantage
of the war time lawlessness the clan chiefs in hills began to defy the
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norms of the state and administer according to their own wish
and caprices. This caused much tension among the hill people.
In 1917, ina reply to this allegations of loose administration, Dewan
Bejay Kumar Sen, the Chief Secretary of Tripura State, also agreed
that the administration was facing difficulties in carrying on through
the agency of clan chiefs.16 ’

The equilibrium of the commercial world was also disturbed
by the war. Tripura through the ages had been mainly an agri-
cultural State, hence it is natural that its imports of foreign manu-
factured articles were comparatively higher The items of import
were mainly cloth, salt, kerosine etc These became searce and
their prices rose sharply. 7 The situation was aggravated by the
speculating activities of the unscrupulous merchants from the
adjoining British Districts.

The principal export of the State were timber, cotton, oil-
seeds, jute and various kinds of forest produce.l8  Export goods
got little encouragement in war time.}® = Take cotton for example
and how the export of cotton? from Tripura during the five
years was affected due to war conditions can be had from the follow-
ing table :

1912 1913 1914 1915 1916

93,559 mds. 44,659 mds. 20,171 mds. 57,939 mds. 18,951 mds.
Source : Administration Reports, Tripura State, 1916-17, p. 17.

It will be seen that the export of cotton from the Tripura State
during these years was unprecedentedly small. The gross out-
turn was much below the normal and it was apprehended that the
continued slump in the market due to the First World War had been
discouraging the growers.2!

. As a sequel to the collapse of the cotton market the revenue
collection from this head along with other seven to nine heads
(land revenue. family tax in the hills, Reserved Sal Trees, Nazars
etc) was far from satisfactory.z

- The gradual decline in the revenue realisation in the cotton
head during the last five years is tabulated below :- :

1912 1913 1914 1915 1916

Rs. Rs. Rs. Rs. Rs.
© . 1,85,585 94,875 87,250 1,24,218 63.378

Source : Administration Repcrts, Tripura State, 1913-16,
p- 16.

; The failure of cotton added to the prevailing war situations all
round and affected the people, both in the plains and hills seriously.23
At the commencement of the war the price of such necessaries

as salt, sugar, cloth, kerosine etc. was high. But the price of rice
was low as the stock was large.24 The general failure of the mon-

-soon of 1918 throughout India led to actual famine in the provinces

-including Bengal, caused short crop and the prices of rice and other
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foodstuffs rose rapidly.?® In Tripura also, like Bangal and Assam,
the price of rice, the staple food, rose alarmingly due also to export
to the adjoining British districts by the blackmarketeers to meet
shortage there. As the king was busy with his administration at
the capital, the hoarders, the blackmarketeers made the hills their
paradise of profits and tension was generated theredueto it. Rice
was sold at rupees eight a maund against Rs. 4/- before the
war and the imported goods had already gone high. e

To mitigate the sufferings of the people and to keep the prices
of essential commodities under control, the Agartala Municipality
in an order in December 1914 fixed the prices of twenty-six arti-
cles like rice of various qualities, ghee, milk. sugar, niolasses, salt,
mustard-oil, kerosine, dal, onion, potato, etc.2” The order was,
nothing but an order and the hoarders paid little weight-
age to it. The price control meausure was limited only at the
capital even with little success and in the hills and distant plains
coarse qualities of price were sold at rupees 8 and more a maund.
Poor people were hit hard also by the differential character of the
price rise of rice. Prices of coarse foodgrains tended to go up
faster than that for higher quality. Yet the latter remained more
expensive. 28 _

Out of this general discontent caused mainly by the shortage
of food-grains, some sort of restlessness was noticed among the
people of this State. The poor people all over India particularly
in Bombay, Assam, Bengaldue to the pressure of time were com-
pelled to take resort to looting of food-grains. In Bombay mill
area 115 grain shops were looted. The reports of bazar looting
came from Upper Assam and Cachar. 2 In Bengal 38 hat-loot-
ing cases with 859 convictions were reported from Noakhali,
Chittagong. Sylhet and other places.3® The same mood was not
unseen among some of the poorer people of this State. So to
prevent any kind of bazar looting in Tripura, Prasanna Kumar
Das Gupta, the Chief Dewan, issued two circulars on26 Pous 1327
T. E. (corresponding to 11 January 1917). In circular No. 2
Chief Dewan pointed out that as a result of price-rise of food ,
grains and cloth the report of bazar looting cases was pouring in.
The Khowai bazar hada lready been looted. The Divisional Offi-
cers were instructed to keep vigilance over the treasury and to take
appropriate action against the hoarders and the guilty businessmen.

The Government of Tripura was then making arrangement
of importing salt which was very dear.3' - The circular truly depi-
cted the unrest among the people for want of essential commodities.

The growing unrest and lawlessness began to find a reflection
in the economic crimes which was on increase. This increase of
crime was due in the number of petty thefts ascribable to scarcity
in the State and the neighbouring British districts of Chittagong,

Noakhali, Commilla and Sylhet. The picture will be clear from
the the following table. j

1913-14  1914-15 191516 1917-17 1917-18
Number of 725 906 994 1,028 1,243
‘offences
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.. Source : Administration Reports, Tripura -State, 1913-1919,
pp. 7-8. :

To put acheck upon the growing increase of crimes of all kinds,
it became absolutely necessary to make the hands of the State police
powerful. So the following important rules and regulations were
promulgated during 1915-16 ; 32

1) War regulation about civil suits concerning a volunteer or
a 'member of the British Army. J

2) Arms Act circular about possession of more than one gun.
3) Arms Act circular No. 8 of 21-4-25 T. E. under section 30

of the Arms Act, for registration of the names of exempted persons,
“their retainers and arms.

7) Arms Act circular No. 10 about marking of arms.

The people heavily hit were landless labourers. Although at
that time their number was negligible, yet their wages did not
keep pace with the rising costs and the price of all essential commodi-
‘ties had gone up. There was no noticeable variation in the usyal
-rates of wages which ranged from annas 6 to annas 12 a day for
males and annas 6 for females for ordinary labour and annas 8
to Rs. I - 4 per diem for skilled labour. 38 ~These rates remained
almost static throughout the war years. causing hardship to this
class.

-We have no direct evidence to know the plight of the people
in professions and administration who had to live on fixed salaries.
Nevertheless, as the price of necessary articles had gone up in leaps
and bounds it can easily be concluded that their lot was not better
than worse since other starata of society was hard pressed. 3+
However there is also an indication that the fourth grade employees
of Rajgi Tripura had staged a demounstration before the Mabharaja
'in1329T. E. or1918-19 so that their allowances could be increased.36

"It was a rare instance that people came before the king for venti-
lation of their demand. The war time situation had compelled
_them to do so. But they did not get the immediate redressal yet
this bacame true only in 1920 when their allowances were increased
from four to six annas daily.3¢ What is significant is 1ot the
“allowance-rise of two annas but the agitational mood of the pecple
which was a rare phenomenon in the entire history of the Maniky a

rulers of Tripura till this date.

. All these hardships were the product of the war time situations.
‘But the miseries of the people especially the peasants were aggra-
vated by natural calamities - carthquake, flood, malaria, influenza,
small-pox, cholera, Kala-azar and cattle mortality. These visited
“the state times without number and wrought havce. A question
may be asked as to relevance of relating natural calamities to war
time tension. Butitisto be said that the king was very much busy
with collecting donations. His effort and budget to give relief to
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these calamities was not praise worthy. Allowingloan alone could:
not solve the problem. ]

" The great earthquake of July 1918 caused considerable dam-
ages to many important buildings besides common houses and
added to the difficulty.3” During the years 1915-18. heavy floods
occurred in almost all parts of the siate and in the Zamindary.
Considerable damage was done to property and livestock and great
distress prevailed all over the state. Prompt relicf measures were
to be undertaken on an extensive scale and paddy, rice, pulses etc.
were to be imported from ouiside the state territory to cope with
the situation. Influenza, cholera, small-pox appeared in an epide-
mic form in the State.s From April 1918 to April 1919 time was
verv bad in point of health.3®

In a summing-up it can safely be argued that the financial con-
tributions exacted from the people for non-voluntary donations
by the Maharaja towards the expenditure of the war,4% the spiral
of prices and the profit making tendencies of the businessmen
created - socio-economic tensions 4! and conditions of mass misery
and impoverishment, which were reflected in the unparalleled toll
of the influenze and cholera epidemics.42 The increase in popu-
lation during 1911-21 and its specific pressure from 1916-17 in
1esponse to government advertisement 43 without a proporticnate
increase in agricultural and industrial preductive activity depressed
the standard of living of the people of the state during the First
World War. The only silver linning was that a tea garden was set
up in 1917 at Hiracherra of Kailashahar Division 44 and that
industry had fetched revenue, through export though in small quan-
tity 45 only at the end of the war when more tea industries began
to grow. The plight of the tea-garden labourers came down bad
to worse. They were exploited both in wages and cther facilities.
The holding out of a rosy picture and promise of better life by
the recruiters soon proved to be mischievous to them 48. In terms of
production. 1916-17 was bad, 1917-18 was worse. 1918-19 was worst.
This caused the poverty of the people. either in plains or in hills.
Though there was no food-riot which was ihe usual feature during
the Second World War there was certainly the instances of grain-
looting and burglary at this time. 47

So the economic pinch was felt mostly by the tenants, joomias,
middle and the labouring classes. Naturally their’ fury knew no
bounds against the British Rai and the Maharaja(as the former
described the latter as colleague, friend, co-partner in Indian India.
see India’s Services in the War, Vol. 1. general, Delhi, Re-
print 1985, pp.121-3). Following the Bolshevik Revolution of
Russia. 1917, the world situation was transforming rapidly and
affected the whole tempo of events in India.4® It was not known
who were then the Bolshevist or whether anybody was really influe-
nced by the Bolshevik ideas. But there was a certain circular of
the British addressed to the king saying. ‘‘Be Aware of the Rolshe-
vists’? and pointing at the revolutionaries. the circular continued,
they were not only the “Terrorist but they were the Bolshevists
also”.49 This shows that even the princely State of Tripur. was
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not free from the influence of the Revolution of 1917. Some
sort of political activity was being initiated by the revolutionaties
(terrorists™ as the British called them) of the adjoining British dise
tricts. 50 - From 1912 51 onwards the benign hills of Tripura, like
Chandernagore, became a safe resort for the revolutionaries of
of Bengal 52 Though the immediate manifestation of the Russian
Revolution was not witnessed then it could be seen in 1930s and
1940s when the Ganaparishad and the Praja Mandal members and
the communists of Tripura 5 with their indepencent approaches
had plungsd into various socio-economic political movements of
the State. Thus the First World War was a watershed 5, in Indian
and Tripura’s history.
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