THE ASSAMESE MIDDLE CLASS : ITS ASCENDENCE
TO HEGEMONY

( 1860-1910)

MANORAMA SHARMA

Department of History

Thesis submitted in fulfilment of the requirement of the
Degree of Doctor of Philosophy

To

The North-Eastern Hill University #~
SHILLONG iy

June, 1986



The present study on the Assamese middle c¢lass was
Undertaken because this very important phenomenon of the
Assamese society has not been given its due importance in
historieal research, and there has been very little attempt
at studying the middle class from the right prospective. The
Assamese middle ¢lass has played a very dominant role in
the development of the Assamese sociely, not only during
British rule but also in the post independence period. In
the various phases of the development of a society a parti-
cular class aluays comes to hold the dominant position in
the society. Usually it is the ruling classes that play
this role, but sometimes in exceptional circumstances even
a non-ruling class micht rise to this dominant position
and maintain 2 hegemony over the society. The imporance
of the Assamese middle elass alsd stems Trom the fact that
though not a ruling class during the colonial period and
even nfter independence, yet it was able to maintain & domi-
nance, bopth ideologically and even otherwise, over the
Assamese society., Therefore, it is necessary that the back-

ground, emeygence and rise to hegemony of the middle class

/



should be studied as exhaustively as possible in order to
understand the complexities of the soeial, politiéal and
eoonohic development of Assam and to make an objective
and seientific evaluation of the processes of historical
development in Assam,

A class snalysis of any soeclsty requires a break-
avay from the orthodox narrative approasch to the studonf
history, but the interpretative approach to Assam history
is still a very conservative, orthodox approach and as
such a élass analysis of Assamese society, particulafly a
study of the middle c£lass has not been given its due impor-
-~ tance in historiecal research, Seholars who have done some
vork on these lines are Amalendu Guha and Hiren Gohain,
Both these secholars have done some significant work on the
Asgamegse middle cless and have thus opened up the field
for research on the subjeet, Their works are hovever not
exhaustive enough and there are certain lacunae particu-
larly in their conceptunlisation of the middle elass and
the socio-cconomie roots of thia new class, To fill wp
these shorteomings, one has to undertake a thesoretical con-
ceptualisation of the middle class, and also encquire into

the economic viables Tor the origins of a new class in



Assam's economy of the nineteenth century. Did the sgrarian
gsector provide the conditions for growth of a new class?
Or was it the commercial sector vhich formed the basis of
nevw ¢lass formations in Assam? Or was the development of
the buresucratic system under the British responsible for
the growth of economically visble new classes? Only after
enguiring into these questions will it be possible to
assess the role of the middle class in the socio-political

superstructure of Assamese society.

An understanding of the Assamese middle c¢lass rust,
however, begin with a conceptualisation of the term middle
elass, But this eonceptualisation casn be sttempted only on
the basis of = clear unders$anding of the concept of class
itself, This study therefore beging with the searech for a
definition of class., The concepis of social class and
social stratification are as old as socisl thought 1tself
and had existed from the time of Plato and Aristotle, but
the meaning of these terms have changed with time to cover
different connotations in different ages. The most sedienti-
fic and at the same time the most controversial, perspective
of social classes wes presented by Karl Marx in the nine-
teenth century and his writings on class set forth a whole
chein of intellectual asctivities, In fact, all that has been



written on class after lVarz are attempts either to disprove
his formulations or to support them, and thus a whole new
mass of writing and imowledge was added to social research,
The two main theoretical trends which ean be seen in the
study of soeial classes emphasise either change or stability
in the soecial system, The first trend stems from the wri-
tings of Merx, and the seecond trend was set hy Max Weber
which was later followed by functionalists like Emili Dur-
kheim, Kingsley Davies, Wilburt Moore, Talcott Parsons ete,
The followers of lax Weber tried, in all their writinegs to
build up a theoretical system whieh eould be an alternative
to Merx's analysis of society. ¥rom the Voluminous writings
of Marxz it is rossible to arrive st an almost accurate
Marxist definition of class, In Marxist theory soecial
e¢lasses can he defined =28 groupings of social =sgents defined
practically but not exclusively by their pesition in the
proeesses of production, i,e. the economie sphere, Though
the Marxist concept of class emphasises the ecanami_e sphere
88 having a principal role in class formations, but it does
not follow that e¢lasses are mere economie entities, The

' Marxist eoncept of elass views class as a total entity
encompassing in it the economic, ié.eelcg:lcal and political
aspects as the eruclal components of elass fommations, A1l



these strains of c¢lass formation must be viewed in their
totality and not split into separate parts as none

HMarxists have done, A class; to be a class in the MVarxist
coneept, =ust be both a class in itself and a elass for
itself, The Marxist concept of class waaAthererore & eall
to action, particularly in the eapitalist mode of produc-
tion, beeause a class is =lways aware of 1is class posi-
tion and organised enough to defend its own interests,

This vas a danger to the bourgeols soeial scientists begin-
ning from the structural functionalists to the even appa-~
rently nrogressive theorists like Ralph Dahrendorf who
tried to find en alternative to the eoncept of class as
given by Marx, But the analysis of these social seientists
sufrér from 2 highly eonservative atatus-qﬁoist bias
because they visw class more as egonomic entities and
‘occupational groups than as a political phenomenon depenw
dent on contradictions, These theprists therefore could
not interpret change in society, particulerly revolutionary
changes,

On the basis of a definition of class srrived at
on these 1ime s, in ithe next chapter we have tried to con-
ceptualiss the idea of the Middle class and we have viewed
this middle-class 28 2 combination of the new and traditional



petty-bourgeoisie;, and in the process ve have rejected

the definition of Middle elass given by 3B,B, Misra who

had borroved it totally from G.D,H. Cole's definition

which vas formulated for sn advanced industrial soelety.

The term middle e¢lass is being deliberately used in this

work in preference to petty~bourgeois, first because it |
is a term which has been used by Maryx himself and

secondly hecause this tewm, owing to its wide currency,

has come o aequire a particular connotation in the con-

text of historical developments in Assam,

 ‘he Assamese middle elass ecan be properly understood
only against the background of developments that took place
in Asssmese society with the advent of the Pritish., In the
thiré chapter ve have therefore discussed the process of
disintegration of the old order. iAn snalysis of this pro-
cess reveals that at the time of DBritish occupation of
Assan the Ahom nobllity vwas not in a position to exercise
much influence in the Assamese society and the Ahom economy
disintegrated wigh the introduction of a new economie
order by the Ipitish., With the development of Dritish
administration a set of new forces also began to develop ‘
and these new foreces began to play & very vital role in

the shaping of the eeconomic developments in the history of
Assam,




The impact of the introduction of a totally alien
economic system into the semi-tribal bases of Assamese
cconomy was not a very healthy one for the growth and
development of the Assamese economy, and this fact we have
analysed in ¢he fourth chapter through an analysis of the
economic developments of the peried 1870.1910, The examie
nation of the eeconomic data for this period has shown that
in a given period of thirty years there was very little
development of the As:amese economy either sgrieculturally
or commerelally, and the period shoved 2 definite trend
towards the stagnation of the economy. There vwas a véry
lov level of stratification, vith no indigenous rich
classes emeyging sgriculturally or commercislly. The Byitish
administrative set up was ereating a nev forece.

In this stagnating economic condition, the PBritish
government ageravated matters by constantly increasing the
land reverme., In chapter five we have discussed this point
while exhaustively anslysing the re-sssessment of land
fevenue in 1893 whieh was bhased on very unseientific grounds
and did not consider the important factors which should be
taker into account before raising the land revenue almost
cent-per«-gent, The peasents objected. Sent in memoriasls and

petitions, Here we see the role of the new force.



This re-assessment and enhancemeng of land pevenue
was not accepted by the peasantry and they took up the
cudgels against this unjust inerease. The aixth chaptler
discusses in details the eourse of the peasant rebellions
the organising force of which was the Baijmels which were
mieh more than vfn_.uage panchayats and were an intrinsie
part of the Assamese aociéty. In these uprisings, the new
forees created by the British which had by the end of the
nineteenth century begun to emerge as a cless - the middle
¢lass = played a significent role, end brought in the
charseter of o constitutional agitation through petition
and mmrials, into the course of the rebellions. Here we
have also discussed the fact that the middle class as a
class did not exist diring the course of the nineteenth
century and begins to emepge only towards the last decade
of the nineteenth century snd early twentieth ecentury.
Amglendu Guha snd Miren Gohain both heold that a middle
class existed in the ninéteenth century but we have shown
that the possibilities of a viable new elass existing in
the nineteenth century vere very remote, What they have
ealled a c¢lass ‘1: actually the newly emerging vestern
educaie elite and not 2 elass, This econfusion has crept

Into their work mainly because of their confusion over



the definition of the term middle class, which i3 des.
eribed as ¢he reglonal bourgeoisie by lohain and as a
combination of bourgeois end petty bourgecis by Ouha,
Through a diseussion of these issues we have also shown
that the Assgmese middle class pleyed & eonfliicting role
in the later docades --progressive on the sne hand but
having profound conservative umdertones on the sther,
This peculiarity e¢an be understood only if the soeial
voots of the middle class are clearly anslysed,

In the seventh ghepter we have studied the early
berirmers of the niddle elass and analysed their social
origins, In anolysing the background of the various
sections of the middle class we have found that their
_roots can be traged back elther %o the ecarly lauzadsrd
and high revenue officers of the British sdninistrative
set up, or to the institution of veishnavs Zalrag. These
two affluent seetions of the Assamese soclety during the
- period of eariy Brigish rule in Assam, have been examined
very cloaely to show thet these were the scetions whieh
eould afford to give a pgood educstion to their ehildren,
devendents, supporters and desciples, The jira institu-
tion and the land system of the Juiras huve been discussed
in detalls to show that a more developed system than that
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of the Ahom system existed in the Jalras snd the patronage
thiy received from the Ahom Fincs and later from the
Gpitish enshled the Jslras to help in the emergence of the
Assemese middle c}lass, ' |

Finaslly, ve have coneluded that after the disinte-
gration of the old orier in Assam with the sdvent of the
Tritish there was a neriod of such eesnomie stagnation
that the possibilities of a nev agricultursl or commerdisl
glass emerging wnder those econditions could be almost ruled
sut, In the almost stognating economy the processes of a
heaimy development of the economy were further reterded
by the Oritish policy of constantly enhancing the land
veverue, The reeassessment and enhancement of the revenue
that took place dim 1893 was highly resented by the Assamese
peasﬁntry and objections and memorials bhegan to flow in
hiehlightineg the injustice of the enhancement which was
hased on 2 very unscientifie method of naseassrent, Vhen
these objections failed to move the Pritish Covernment, the
peasants began to resist the eollection of reverue at the
nev rates, In these uprisings sgainst the Dritish Covernment
the Badimels pleyed & very important wole, and in these
anti-fritish uprisinss ve slso find that the newly emevging
forces in the colonial set up had begun to erystellise into
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a8 class wthe Middle class snd this mi’dle class added 2
nev dimension %o the peasart rebellions., To understand
the sctual character of this widdle elass 1t i3 neces-
ary to see vhere in the society its roots lay snd in
seayehing for those roois we found that the twe importsnt
elements which contributed to the emergence of the
Assemese niddle plass were the Upugaders snd high revenue
of ficizls on the one hand and the galirg institution on
the other. |

The Middle class was not the ruling class in Assam,
yet becsuse of the speeific conditions of Assamese society
in the late nineteentk and sarly twentieth een'tury this
class weg shle ¢o play a very dominent role in the society.
This hegemony of the middle class eould be better seen in
the rost 191C period, The Congress party in Assam was swayed
by the eeoncmie interests and the ideclogical dominance of
the middle elass, and in faet the leadership of the Congress
party lay in the hands of this wmiddle ¢lass that we have,
identified, and it was this same middle ¢lass which later
dominated the sres of parlismentery politiecs in Assem, In
the posteindependence period in Assam, not only d4id the
middle class pull the astrings of governmenial polities, but
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when movements were launched over cconomic issues snd for
the protection of the cultural identity of the Asssmese
people, 1t was spain the middle class thet come to the
forefront to wvoloe the grievances of Assan and 4o pive @
leadership to these strugeles, In all these strugrles,
whethey it wng the demand for an oil refinery in Assam,
or the demand for Assamese a8 the medium of instruction,
or the fond riots of the 19€0s and more roeently the
agitation launched for the sxpulsion of foreigm nationals,
the Assamese middle ¢lass has been sble to mobilise the
majority of the Asssmese mosses Lecmuse of its hegemony
over the soclety.

2638
This work has been based on a thegretiesl discussion
on the coneept of the middle ¢lass eand an interpretation

of relevant socio.

spononie data of nineteenth contury
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1. Census Reports, 1870-1910.

2. Ggvernment administrative Reports of the period,
3. Oovernment Land Reverue Records, |

ke Heports on Assessment of Land Hevenue.

e Azvicultural statistics of the velevant period,
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8.
9e

10,
11,
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Government Home Dept. and Revenue Dept. Files
Native Newspaper Reports.

Anom Bursnils

Autobiographies of leading personalities in
Assam in the 19th century.

Classical Marxist texts on the conecept of class.,
Reeorded Conversations with the Gossains of the
three principal Satrag of Majuli,and with three
Mapzadars of Assam in the tradition of Oral
history.

Commentaries and writings on the concept of
class and middle class.

Published biogzraphies of some leading personali-
ties of Assam in the 19th century.

Published secondary works on the soecial and
political history of Assam end India.

Published works on the Saira institution.
Published articles in Assamese journsls like Mou,
Arunodoi, Asom Pandbu, Awghap, Baphi ete.
Published articles in jJournals like C@mparative
Siudies in Socjety and Hlstorv, Economics History
Deview, Peasant Studles, Indiap Bconomic snd.
Social History Reyiew, Indian Feonomists,
Eroptier ete.
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METHODOLOGY ;. |

As this study has been mainly an interpretative
work it has entailed an analysis of relevant literature
and an axialysis of the primary and seecondary data mentioned
above., On the basis of such an analysis the work has
attempted a class analysis of Assamese society in the
nineteenth century based on the ecconomic data of the period,
and the ideclogical and political factors of class coumpo-
sition have been interpreted by an analysis of the secondary

sourees,
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