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The analysis of the Colonial and Poste~colonial
period gives the pictuke of origin and development of the

Asasamese middle «class,

Existence of classes in society dates baek to
centuries, In ancient socisty masters an& slaves existed,
Under feudalism, there existed feudal lords and vassals,
Modern capitalist society is divided into two broad
classes~ bourgeoisie and prolstariat, In betwsen these
tuo antagonistié classes there exists another class= the
middle class, Though the term middle class is used
frequently in social scisnces, it lacks a precise
definition, because it is a heterogsnous social strata
consisting of different functional and occupational
groups. Modern middle class consists of lawyers, managers,
technocraip , professionals and other white~tollar
worksrs, and such other ranks which occupy a middle

ground between bourgeoisie and proletariat,

After Industrial Revolution, the Western socisty
got divided into upperymiddle and lowsr classes on the
basis of their economic strength, Middle class emerged

in the west, particularly in England, in the wake of



Industrial reyolution, which resulted in large scals
mechanieal production amd joint stock business wherse

place of artisans, handicraftsman wers replaced by middlew
class group comprising office workers, managers of

business establishments, technocrate -stc,

Origin of middle class in India as well as in
Assam cannot be understood outside the colonial context,
In the west, middle class emerged when traders crystallised
as a separate functional category &n the fourteenth
century, But unlike west, middle class in Assam
originated mainly in the administrative, educatiopal and
legal system established by the British and not in
industrial sector because of the slow growth of

industrial economy in the state,

In the pre-colonial Assamese society (in Ahom
socisty), there existed two mejor classes = the nobility
and the paiks, Nobility was the privileged group
comprising King and the Councillors, Paiks were the
unprivileged group and had to render manual services
to the state, In between nobility and the paiks, there
wers some petty officials who acted as scribes in ths

Ahom system of administration, A superficial observation



leads us to conoluds that there was no middle olass in
pre~British Assamess socisty and it emerged only during
eolonial era, It is true that Assamese middle 6lass t?ok
e well defined shape unly by the tater part of oolonial
era through their partipcipation in the major issues which
eame up in the socie-political scene of Aassamese socisty,
Their origins are roocted in the pre=—tolonial era, The
offieials inecluding Hazarika, Saikla, and others scted
as scribes in the Ahom system of administration, It formed
the basis during colonial ere on which modern Assamees
middle class emerged, The officials and elerks of Ahom
nobility took the advantage of educat io~n which was
introduced by the British, Initially, this group was
appointed as Meauzadar® (revenue collectors), Kekati and
others in the British administratio=n, Appointmente were
confined to persohs coming from rich and influential
familiss belonging to wpeer chste Hindus, Obviously,
these posts were cornered by pedple like Hazarikas,
Saikias, Bores belonging to the upper caste Hindu

category of- the socisty,

The Assamees middle class is the most articulate
section of the society, It Ims been paeviding
lsadership in all major socio~sconomic and political



issues of Assam since colonial era till today, Midele clags
occupies an important place in Assamese society because
they voice the demands of the Agsamese pesople in general,
Almost all the movements of pre and post—colonial period

of Agsam were led by middle class section of the socisty,

fajor problems faced by Assam are problem sf
immigration, language controversy and economic
backwardness of the state, These problems are the legacy
of the British imperialists, Unfortunately, even after
thirty eight ysars of independence the problems memain

unrasolved,

Migratjon of outsiders started with the British
annexat ion of Assam in 1826, The population of Assam is
heterogenous, First, there were the indigenous tribal
people viz,, the Bodo Kacharis, Kochesy, Mikirs stce In
the 13th century, Ahoms came from Thailand via Burma
and established a powsrful kingdom. When the British
gstablished their rule in 1826, they brought in Bengalees
as teachers, clerks stc, Biharis and Nepalis came as
laboueers and tea garden workers, Marwaris came as

traders and gradually monopolized trade and commerce,



Muslims from neighbouring Bengal were brought in as
cult ivators, In Rssam, migration has besn a continuous
trickle, The demographic ratio of Assam has been badly
affectad to the disadvantage of the Assamese people

culminating in the on~going agitation,

Various factors were responsible for this
large scale immigration, Along with the Brit ishers local
politicians as well as Assamese zamindars wers in favour
of immigration, Britishers broyght in Bengalees to man
their administrative services, Local Assamese
politicians encouraged immigretion to build their
fyote~banks'y In fact, many Assamese legislators gare
elected by the citizens of neighbouring country, Thase
immigrants get their names enrolled inths voterfs list
and thareby increase the number of voters in the s-tate.
The Assamese middle class has besn agitating since
colonial era to stop this Rarge scale immigraticn but no
steps have been taken by the concerned authorities at
the state and central level, and the border is still
wide open which facilitates intrusion of outsiders,
This problem can never be solved until and unless the

border is sealkedy:-



Like immigration, language controversy is also
of colonial origin, After British annexation of Assam,
Bengalee language was introduced in courts and schools,
This provoked the Assamese intelligenteia of that period,
The untiring efforts of Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, =a
prominent Assamese middle~class figure, led to the
intwoduct ion of Assamese in schools in 1873, However, the
language tangle continued unresolved, It got revived in
1860 with the demand for making Assamese the official
language of the state, Assam is composed sf various
lingubtic groups, When demand for giving due placs to
the Assamese language was raised, the legitimats
interests of various linguistic groups, which formed a
part of the etate of Assam at that time, were not taken
into consideration by the leadership. This was one of
ths main reasons for the creation of the separate hill
states, The language cormtroversy got revived in 1972
for making Assamese the medium of instruction at the

University level,

Assam is economically backward inspite of
abundant natural resources~ minerals, agriculture and
for@sts, The main reason for the economic backwardness is

that most of the raw materials of the state are siphoned



off for feeding industries outside the state, tven after
Independence, Assam was largely neglected in regard to

central investments and industrialization,

The Assamess middle class has been playing a
vital role since colonial period in ventilating the needs
and aspirations of the Assamese peopls in these major
problem areas, In this dissertation an attempt has been
made to analyse the role played by Assamese mistdle
class in thess and other important issuas in the pre and
post=~colonial period, The contribution made by Assamess
middle class (both individually and collectively) in
various spherees of the Assamese socisty has been

analysed,
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PREFACE

- aie s s ey bR et

The present study aims at examining the emergence
and role of the Assamesr micddle class in Political and
Economic changes in the Brahmaputra Valley during Crlonial
and Post=colonial period, Assam comprises of the
Brehmaputra Valley and ths Surma Valley, For an intensive
analysis only the Orahmaputra Valley has been brought in

as the area of focus,

The present study is divided into seven chapters
and the conclusian, The appendix at the end of the thesis
shows the socio=economic background of some of the

leading middle class versonalities of Assam,

This study is based on sources which includse
such primary seurces as (a) official records, (b)
Government reports and memoranda, (c) Assam Legislat ive
Assembly debates, official reports of Budget Sessio=n,
(d) Census reports of Government of India, Assam (18971=
197), (o) Gazettsers, and such secondary sources as
booksy journals, periodicals, neuspapers (both in
English and Assamese language), memoirs and

autobiographies,
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The Dissertation attempts to analyss the role
played by the Assamese middle class in the major issues
which oropped up before and after Independence. An attempt
has been made to survey the important contributions,
individual and collective, of the various leaders through
various forume=— both Political and non-Political- to
persuade the concerned authorities at the state and central
level, to respond to the legitimate aspirations of the
Assamese people in the vital economic and political

matterS.
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CHAPTER = I




SOCIAL STRAT IF ICAT ION

Social inequality gives rise to social classes,
In order to discuss the origin of social chasses, ws have
first to understand the existencs of inequality in society,
Ingqual ity of the modern world is manifested in the division
of society into innumerable social classes, Concept of
class is as old as Gresk Philosophy and as a social

phenomenon it exists in almost all societ ies,

Unequal distribut ion of wealth, power and
property leads to the formation of various strata in
society, In a social system, the capacity of men differ
from one another in reaching their respective goals, This
capacity of men can be defined as'power,! Again, different
persons have different ways or sources for accumulating
wealth or earnming their income, "The problem of social
inequality has tuwo .aspects, a distributive and a
relat ional aspect; The first refers to the ways in which
differsnt factors such as income, wealth, occupation,
educat ion, power, skill stc,, are distributed in the
population, The second refers to the ways in which
individuals differentiated by thess criteria are related

to each other within a system of groups and categories".1

1. Andre Beteilles, ed,, Social Inequality (England,
Harmondswokbh, 19693, P.43,




However, income cannot be taken as the séle
ceiterion for differentiating one group of people from
the other, A persorls #tAYUS dannot be judged on the basis
.of incoms alone, Those Whd ara in busiress line may earn
more than those who are in professional lines Again,
'edUcatiqhi alsa cannot be considered as the only factor
of social inequality, People Wwith higher education may

have limited sources of income,

Thers is an interlinkage between social inequality,
social stratification and social class, Existence of one
is impossibls without the other, In the Western World, a
different type of stratification system existed, "In the
Western World, the differcnt forms of stratification or
inst ftut ionalized systems of ingquality have been, in
chronological order, estate systoms, caste systems and
class systums, The estate system of western madisval
feudal ism was supported by a2 systam“of legal categorice
and rights exprassing and supporting the sense of
important social differences, Tha levels from high to low
included the clergy as the first estate, the nobility as
the second estate and the common people as the third

B!tate' .2

2. Acuff, Allen & Taylor, From Man and Society
(Oldahoma, 1973), P73,




Existance of social inequality is a common
feature of all human socisties except primitive
societins; which display classlessness; These socicties
were characterised by harmony, Whatever they got was
distributed among themselves, Co.locctive anc Co-operative
produet ion from mature by man was grevalent in sueh
socisties, As property was limited, it could not create
differences of wealth. Man was the owner of means of
product ion, Procsss of interaction between nature and mah
was symbolized by the 'Concept of labour', When *Capital!
became an important factor in the means of production, the
concept of private property eame into being, With
'Capitalt, man purchased more and mors resulting in the
introduction of private propsrty, Unaqual distribution of
property and introduction of 'division of labour! ware
some of the factors which resulted in inequality &n
sociaty, Potterns of inequality or the system of

stratification vary from country to country,

With the establishment of the institution of
private property, people bescams unequal and this ean be
sald as the begimning of class socisty, Concept of
private property continugd to dominate the system of
social stratification for a longer period, "The

assumpt ion of an original state of aquality and the



exXplanation of the origin of inequality in terms of
private property, remained unchallenged from Rousseau to
Lorenzovon, Stein and Karl Narx“.3 Rousseau, Miller, Stein
and Marx put emphasis on 'Property' as the main causs of
inequality, But some non-Marxist writers of later part

of eighteenth century emphasized the importance of
another factor in addikion to property i.e., division of
labor, By the beginning of twentieth century, "“Division

of labor" dominated the discussion about the formation of

social classas,

Division of labor reinforced social inequality,
"The division of social production into its broad
cateqgories leads to the crestion of privats property and
splits society up into haves and have~nots, rulers and
ruled, exploiters and exploitad".4 Social division of
labor led to the formation of professional groupse In
industry or in educational institutions or in other
governmeht ssrvices, esach worker performs only a special
tagk which is meant for him, This is possibls with the
division of labor, which destroyed the unity among pesople
and created inequality in societye.

AR W e B TS

3. Andre Beteille, gp.Cites P23,

4, Ernst Fischer, Mapx in His Owp Words (England,
Harmondsworth, 1973), p.38.




RISE OF CLASSES

The tribes living in primitive society did not
experience the existence of social classes, They worked
to earn their livelihood in order to survive. They were
not concerned with establishing their superiority over
others, Some sort of squality of rank prevailed among
them, When these tribes acquired military strength, thsy
started conquering their enemies, thereby establishing
their superiority over others, Initially, these
conguaered enemies were either killed or tortured, But
subsequently, they were snslaved by the conquering tribe,
These slaves wers daeprived of all privileges and rights,
Socially, they were alienated, They were compelled to work
for their masters, System of slavery gave rise to a
privileged group who depended on the work of slaves,
"Along with the emergence of slavery, there also appears
an aristocracy of some kind, which lives upon slave

1abour“.5

Marx referped toc four types of mode of production
in the context of Europe 2

i, Primitive Communism,

ii, Slave based mode of production,

iii, Feudal mode of productiong

iy, Capitalist mode of production,

5o TeBeBottomore, Sogiclogqy s A Guids to Pro and
Literature (Bombay, 1972), pli86.




In the first stage of human socisty, people did not have
the idea and the means of accumulating wealth. It was a
communist soclety but primitive, In the second stage, )
slave became the central factor in mode of production,
When civilization marched on and reached the third stage,
King became the head but he had some feudal lords with
him, The ownsrs of land were feudal lords, In svery mode
of production, there is an urge for increasing product ion
which resulted in improvement of forces of production, New
forces of production are not in harmony with the old
relations of production, With the change of each mode of
production, there is 2 change in the ruling class, and a
new society is established, The fourth stage 1s the stage
of capitalism which is the result of industrial
development s Under capitalism, exploitation prevails due

to the existence of antagonistic classes,

In the medieval society, nobility or royalty was
at the top of social hierarchy, But goverhment power was
vested in the hands of the nobles, Ecclesiastical
supremacy prevailed at that time, In those socisties,
conflict arose between feudal lords and serfs, Serfs wsre
bound to soil and they were exploited by lords, The

commodities, which were produced by serfs, were taken away



by lords, There still existed 'theou claSS'* consist ing
of slaves who could bo sold or pawned, Feudal lords were
at the top and serfs were at the bottom of sccial
hisrarchy. Another group consisting of housshold servants
soldiers and handicraftsman formed an in=bctwecn class,
Around elementh century, the artisans along with some
small tradesman became powsrful and independent and did
not remain under the control of feudal lords, This in-
between class which emerged independent of the control of
feudal lords and kings in the towns, organized themsslvas
in guilds.*% The guilds became the basis of esconomic

structure of medieval period,

Modern classes have evolved from the class
structure of medieval period where feudal lords wers at
the top and serfs at the bottom of social ladder, In
modern socisty two distinct classes can be found= the
bourgeoisie and the proletariat, Owners of means of
product ion are known as the bourgeoisie, Workers who live
on the wages by selling their labour power are known as
the prolstariat, The bourgeoisie of eighteenth and
nineteenth century werc the direct offspring of the town
workers and handicraftsmen of medieval period,

PEBTI ATI rr W A A TE I

* 3 slave,

*% a medieval association for mutual aid,



Industrial gevolution brought 2 change in the class
structure of madieval society along with the change in
the soci&i;conomic sphere, Prior to industrial
revolution, socisty was simple and there was self-
sufficiant villags economy, After Industrial Revolution,
men started coming to the towns to work undsr the
capitalists, The capitalist class occupies higher status

in socisty, Proletariat, the worksrs, stand at the lower

stratum of the society,

Social classes arise out of relations of
product ion, Soms are owners and soms are workers in the
system of production, Status of a man in society depends
on is relation to the system of production,

“Classes are that which permit one section
of society to appropriate the labour of another
sectione If one section of socisty appropriates
all the land we have a landowner class and a
peasant class, If one section of society ocuns
the factories, shares and capital, while
another section works in these factories, we
have a capitalist class and a proletarian
class”,

Social classes ars not legally sanctioned groups,
"They are not constituted or eupported by any specific

legal or religious rules, and membership of a particular

6+ Vele Lenin, Selected Works, Vol.3 (Moscow, 1977),
pPed17,



class confers upon the individual no special civil or

political rights".7

APPROACHES TO THE STUDY OF SOCIAL
STRAT IFICAT ION

Many theorists have attempted to formulate
general theories of class formatio n, There have been
twoe major attempts to formulate theories of social
stratification, These are the 'conflict! or ‘'dialectical
approach' and the 'functionalist approacht!, Karl Marx,
Lewis Cozer, Simmel, Ralf Dahrendorf and some other
writers were the exponents of conflict theory when the
people living in the society came into contact with each
other, ideas, values, cultures 8¥® gxchanged among them,
Conflict arises when there is exchange of ideas or

cultures,

In the nineteenth century, theories of social
classes were formulated along with the gradual
development of modern social sciences. Concept of class
is articulated by some ideclogies, among which Marxism

" occupies an important position,

ST . W Bl TRl B A W W
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7. T.BeBottomore, Classes #n Modern Society (London,
1955), Pel174
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Existence of inequality in societies was
recognized by some writers even before eighteenth century,
But they could not find out the root couse of such
inequalities, Though social inesqualities were recognized,
no theories were formulated, Classes and class struggles
were recognized long before Marx formulated his theory
of class, Therefors, Marx renounced any credit for
discovering the existence of class, He remarkedt

"o credit is due to me far discovering the
existence of classes in modern society, nor yet
the struggle between them, Long before me
bourgeois historians had dsscribed the
historical development of this struggle of the
classes and bourgeois economist the economic

anatomy of classes® .8
That classes and class struggle exists in society was
known to 'Livy, Machiavelli, Adam Smith, Sismondi,

Thierry, Guizot, Thiers, Carlyle and many other ,

historians, economists and sociologists'.g

In all societies, basically two classes exist
oppressor and oppressed. In the agrarian sector, thewe
are the landholders and the peasants, In the industrial
sector, there are the Capitalists and the Proletariat,

Conflict arises betwesn these two groups,

A P Sve -

S N R R e

8o WQuoted in Encyclopedia Britannica, Vol.16, p.946,

9. Ernst Fischer, Bpecit., pe6le
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"The history of all hitherto existing
society is the history of class struggles,
Freeman and slave, Patrician and Plebian lord
and serf, quildmaster and journeyman, in a
word oppressor and oppressed, stood in
constant opposition to one another, carried
on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open
fight, a fight that each time ended, either
in a revolutionary reconstitution of society at
large, or Bn the common ruin of the contending
classes".1

Marx talked about thé existence of two mutually
antagonistic groups involved in the process of production,
One group differed from the other on the basis of their
relation to the means of production i.e., ownership or non-
ownership, He also identified some other classes like
landlord, petty bourgeoisie etc., on the same criterion
i.e4y relation to the means of production, To Marx,
concept of class is pertinent to all levels of analyeis,
Marx used the term class in different senses, Sometimes
its defining feature is the role 2 group plays in
product ion, sometimes it means common mode of life,
including culture and tradition, somstimes again it

refers to source aof their income.11

€ RS T R T ML I T T - Vs e B M Y B ST 4R BT P

10, Karl Marx and Fl.Engels, The Communist Manifesto
(England, 1967), pe79.

11+ Sidney Hook, Marx and Marxists—The Ambiguous
Legacy (New York, 1955), pPe30.
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Marx's notion of class was connected with class
gonflict, Hostile relationship between different groups
results in social conflict and fihally brings a change
in the socisty, Marx cefined the concept of class through
system of production and social development through class
conflict, Marx believed that class socisties passed
through a particular phase of historical development and
would be succeeded by socialist or communist type of
society, which represent classless society, Class
societies were also preceded by classless socisties of

primitive type,

Land was the main sources of production in the
past, Dus to the alienation of land, some people are
landless and some arc landowners., Landless labourers work
as wage labour for earning their livlihood, Under
feudalism, the most important relationship was the
ownorship of land, In capitalism, ouwnmership of capital

is most important,

In Marx's writings, the phrase which is more
capiously used is 'modes of production?, which consisted
of two elements~ (1) forces of production and (2)

relations of production, Forces of production included
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equipments, tools, technical skills or in other words
science and technology which is used in production,
Relations of production means the relationship of
different classes of sogiety to the means of production,
In 'Capital!, Marx outlined three main classes, These
three classes are different from one ancther on the
basis of their relationship to the means of production,
"The owners merely of labour-power, owners of capital,
and land owners, whose respective scurces of lncome are
wages profit and ground rent, in other words, wage
labourers, capitalists and land owners, constitute then
three big classss of modern soccisty based upon the .
capitalist mode of production".12 In the system of
product ion, some are owners of land, some are tenants,
some smployers, some employed, When the social

structure of production is examined minutely, it becomes

apparent as to who is dominated by whom,

Marx was primarily concerned with the
development of classes and role played by various classes
in bringing thanges in the social and political sphere,

He did not give a systematic analysis of class, In the

third volume of 'Capital', he started clarifying the

12, Karl Marx, Capital, Vol III (Moscow,1959,Reprint
1978), pe865,



conocgpt of class but he died before finishing the
chapter, In this unfinished chapter, he tried to give a

formal analysis of class,

A class can be considered as a class only uwhen
the people of that class become politically conscious
and organize into a group to defend themselves against
the attack of opponents, Here the distinction bestween
‘class in itself' and ‘class for itself' is important,
When there is lack of political consciousness in a group,
they form a 'class in itself?!, But when they develop
political consciocusness and when there is some unity
among the pesople of the group in furtherancs of their
class interests, they form a %class for itsslf's "Marx
first distinguishes the proletariat as a 'class in
itself!, an aggregate of individuals who are in the same
econamic situation, and then tries to show how it
becomes a 'class for itself', i.,c., how its members
become aware of their common interests and political

. 3
a:x.ms".1

Though Marx's theory occupies central place in

modern social thought, its main drawback is that it

- T I T ST A WIS vy -

13, T.B.Bottomore, Sociglogy $ A Guide to Problems and
Literature (Bombay, 1972), p.195.
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discerns the polarixation of society into two classes i.8.,
capitalist class and the working class, Of course, he did
not deny the existence of other classes, Marx put more
emphasis on social class and class conflict, He showed

that social transition is possible only through class
struggle, He underestimated the influence and importance

of nationalism,

Marx's concept of class on the basis of relation
to mode of production cannot be considersd to be correct,
It fails to explain many social situations, viz,ysurvival
of traditioml social organizations, viz,,the caste
system cannot be explained with it, There are many castes
in socisty, specially in Hindu society which are not
based on sconomic differsnces. The Brahmins, though not
generally wealthy, occupy a higher position in ths social
hierarchy, The Vaishyas are the wealthiest class but they
occupy 2 lower position in the social ladder, Those
people who indulges in manual labour are looked down
upon by the society as belonging to an infsrior class,
White collar jobs carry with it greater prestige but do
not yield greater income, Besides wealth, there are
various other factogs like ococupation, sducation etc,,

for determining the status of psopls,
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Non=flarxist sociologists have also attempted
the study of working class, middle class and wpper class
as disﬁinct groups, But the class theories, which were
developed in the post-Marximm era, aimed at revising or

refuting the Marxist theory,

Max: Weber was the first Sociologist who tried to
refute Marxian theory of social stratification, He
criticized Marx on the ground that Marxist model is too
simple to dgal with complex social stratification,
Weber's dofinition of class is wider in scope than that
of Marx, He viewed ownsrship and non=-ownership of
property as an important factor which leads to social
inequality, He put emphasis on the importance of ‘valus!
which is a combination of many factors and economic
factor is only a part of that, Those who possess
property and those who do not possess property form two
distinct classes, Each class can again be further
subdivided into various othsr classes on thes basis of

what type of property they possess, Possession of

property is an important factor for determining class,

Weber's social stratification system was based

on three things viz,, class, status and power, He
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defined 'class'® as a group of people who have the power
to distribute goods and skills for esarning money. He
described 'Status' as the prestige reccived by
individuals, and Ypower' as the ability of person for
achieving goals in social systems, A Zistinction

between ‘'class! and ‘status' was made by Max Weber,
Status of a paerson is judged by evaluating honour or
prestige of occupation, Sometimes it is evaluated on the
basis of one's family descent. Status refers to a person’s
position in socisty. Individuals who have same status
and same style of life form status groups, Nobility and
other top ranking officials enjoyed high esteem in the
medieval period, The status groups of modern era have

originatsed from them,

To Weber, both class stratification and status
stratification exist side by side in a maodern socisty,
The third group in Webser's analysis of stratification
consists of those peopls who always ssek pouer.

"Max Weber distihguished thres orders of
strat ifications (1) the economic or class
order based upon class situation defined in
a way similar to Marx, (2) the social order
based upon the distribution of social honor or
status, (3) the political order based upon the
distribution of power",14

14, Leonard Broom & Philip Selznick, Principles of
Sociology (New York, 1968), p.154,
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Weber includes in his definition of class not
only those aspect of class which are related to means
of production but all cases where there is markest
situation, According to Websr, market economy is based
on Capitaliskm, This finally gives riss to class status,
In the market for material property, owners or
possessors of property can acquire highly valusd goods,
On the bagis of that they ars better placed in society,
To Weber, social inequality arises from the unequal
distribution of honour or status, Privileged property

16

classes live from property income,

In theory, Weber talked about keeping separate
the three orders of stratification viz,, the sconomic,
social and political, But in practice, it is never
possible, Since thare is an interrelationship among all
those orders, they cen never bes kept analytically

separate, No group is cohesive,

While ideas of Marx and Weber have been quite
influential in social and political thought, the
functionalist approach also occupies an important

place, Durkheim, Talcott Parsons, Malinowsky,

154 Max Weber, The Theoxry of Social and Economic
Organisation, translated by Henderson and Talcott
Parsons (New York, 1964), p.425,




Redcliffe~Brown and Robert Msrton were some of the
exponents oF.this theory, According to the functionelists,
stratification is an innate aspect of socisty, Division
of socisty into various strata is immutable, Work is
exXpectsd according to ability of pmrsons, A person gets
salary or reward for his work depending on the type of
work which he does, Advocates of this approach sxplain
tlass through functional differentiation, The function

of @ particular social usage is to contribute to the

functioning and development of the total social system,

In explaining social sbratificational situation,
the term *function' refars to the role of organic
processes which contribute to the maintenance of a
living organism, Redcliffe~Brown follows organismic
analogy in visuwlizing society, He compares animal
organism with social organism, According to functional
theorist, all parts of the social system work
together with sufficient degrec of harmony without
producin§ any conflict, The theory of functionalism as
propounded by Malinowsky and Redcliffe-8roun is based
on three main principles, To them (i) All social and
cultural items have some role to play in society,

(ii) These functions are positive in nature, (iii)

Therefore, these items are absolutely necassary for



the survival of a social system.16

Different groups existing- in socisty perform
different roles and according to the functional
theorists, those roles are positive in naturs which
finally contributes to the maintenance of the social
system, Hence, role performed by each of the groups
becomes indispensable, Herc the functional theorists
contradict conflict theorists, Conflict theorists
visualize development of society in terms of conflict of
interest and antagonistic relationship among various
groups while functional thgorists visualize development
of socisty in torms of positive and integrative function
of various groups, "The Marxist theory emphasizes
conflict botween large and stable groups, with strong
community ssntiments, while the functionalist theory
emphasizes the integrating function of social

stratificat ion based upon individual mecrit and reward".17

Merton's theory aof functionalism is based on
ideas of earlier thinkers like Malinowsky and

Redcliffe=Brown, He tried to modify the esarlier views on

16+ Robert KeMerton, Social Theory and Social
Structure (New Delhi, 1968), pa79.

17, Te.B.Bottomore, Sociology (Bombay, 1972), pe202,




funct ional ism, Merton was of the view that any postulate
shoubd be open for further research, Every assumption
should have ‘heuristic value' i.e,, capacity to explain
further phenomena, His analysis is important because he
tried to explain every statement with empirical

situat ion, Whethsr cultural items uniformly fulfil
functions for the socisty viswed as a system and for all
members of the society, is presumably an empirical

question of fact, rather than an axiom.18

Merton raised the question that whether cultural
item, uniformly fulfil, function for the socisty or not,
Cultural items are believed to perform integrative
funct ion, Degree of integration is an empric@l variable,
It varies from society to society, Sometimes it is esven

different within the same socisty,

Further, if cultural item plays only
integrat ive role then divisions in society would not
have existed, Therefores, social groups may or may not
have integrative function based on harmony. Social
stratificat ion, whether it is caste or class, according
to this approach, is based on the notion of division of

B s S -

18+ Robert K.Merton, gp.cite, pe80a




labour which leads to solidarity, But division of labour
may not necessarily be based on harmony, It may bs based
on antagonistic relationship too, Cultural item

funct ional for sne group ﬁay be dysfunctional for
another group, ®.g., Religion, a cultural item may not

play an integrative role,

Neither the conflict theory nor the:functionalist
theory is sufficient for explaining empirical reality,
"Indead, most functionalist or conflict theories of
social stratification too do not fulfil the strict

scientific norms of a theory.1g

The recent trend among the Socioclogists is to
analyse theory of social sgratification on the basis of
a pluralistic conceptual framework by taking into
considerat ion both conflict and functional theory as two
sides of the same reality, Since neithsr of these tuwo
theories has the universality which they cladm, it is

difficult to rely on any one of them,

TR HTIPI BRI AP A MG S RTIAB T NS B KR SR w2l

19+ YeSingh, "Sociology of Social Stratification", in

ICSSR, A Survey. of Research in Sociology &
Secial, Anthropology, Vol (New Delhi,1974),p.313,



MIODLE CLASS -~ A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Middle class is a very enigmatic word, Though
its meaning is obscure, it is frequently used in social
sciences, Different writers have given diffsrent opinion
on the meaning, implication and dimension of this term,
The concept of 'middle class' is extremely loose and
ambiguous, because it carries the popularized sociology
of 'social stratification' with it, ih which groupings
of ipndividuals are ranked on various dimensions like
income and social prestige.20 Middle class of society is
ideologically heterogenous groupe This group of socisty
undergoes change frequently, In the medieval period middle
class was a homogenous group comprising mainly tradesman.
Modern middle class consists not only of tradasman but
8lso includes doctors, lawyersytechnocrats and many other
whike collar workers, It is a heterogenous social order
consisting of different functional and occupational

QrouUpse

The middle class of the society is comprised
of thoss groups who are not required to produce surplus

value i,e., they are not manual labourers. They have to
20, Dale L,Johnson, "Class relations and the Middle
Class", in Dale L .Johnson, ed,, Class and Social

Osyelopment $ ﬂ.%&&LlIE5&3L£ﬁl$i§LJ&2¥§HiiZUi§§
s P

(New Delhi, 1982), pe93.
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work as supervisors, technocrats or menagers in the

system of production, '. .

N eethe middle class is made up of
technical, administrative, and professiopal
employeas who ars not, in the main, hired to
produce surplus valus as such, Their places
in the social division of lapor are to perform
functions appropriated from deskilled workers,
to exarcise comrdinative and developmental
activit ies as delegated by managers, or to
supervise the labor of workers who do directly
produce surplus value™,21

In almast all socisties, three broad segments
can be found = one class very rich, another poor, and a
third in the middle,

"Thers are three major classes dominated
by capitalist mode of production = the working
class, the middle class (petty bourgecisie)
and the capitalist class in terms of their class
determinat ion, Poulantzas arrived at this
understanding of class determinations that -
(a) the productive managers and the top
engineers are in the capitalist class (b)
workers and technicians in the sphere of
production are in the petite bourgsoisie class
and (c) those who labor in the capitalist mode
of production are the working class®.,22

Classes are arranged in a hierarchy of upper,

middle and lower depending on the degree of control
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214 Ibide,y pe98a
22, Scott M.Lash, "Productive Labor, Class Determination

and Class Position”, Science and Society, Vol.XLII,
1978, p.65.




over wealth, political power etc, Boundary of social
classes @an never be precisely defined, Class is
considered as an open system, where individual has
freedom to move freely from one class to another which

is knoun as ‘social mobility!,

The division of society into fbourgeoisie!
and ‘proletariat' was not howsver the final division of
sociegty, Existencs of an in-between strata or the middle
class obscured the capitalisteworking class dualism and

brought a change in the system of social stracture,.

Middle class has been divided into two groups-
10ld?! and 'new' middle class, The old middle class
possessed a little land and capital and per€ormed labour
on its own, But the 'new middle class! does not perform
manual labour. This group comprises office workers,
supervisors, managers setce The ninetesnth century
writers including Marx,talked about old middle class
which consisted of small independent producess and
professional men, The new middle class of twentisth
century comprises employees in public services and in
business establishments and office workers, The old
middle class took no direct part in the capital

acoumulat ion process, They wers also not politically
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conscious, But the new middle class tape active part
in capital accumulation process, They are politigally
more conscious and form political organizations to

articubate their interests,

Middle class has again been sub~divided into

various sub-classes in terms of their income and standard

of living like upper middle class, middla class, and

lower middle class, However, there is no clear cut

definition of these sub—groups, The middle strata is that

strata of society which is neither privileged nor

unprivileged., This strata consists of liberary groups,

professionals and trading elements. Small shepkeepers and

farmers also belong to this category. Middle-class people

participate in the de@ision making process of the country

through some political organizations, They also play an

important role in electing their political leaders,

In the western society, especially after the
Industrial revolution, the classes were divided imto
upper, middle and lower classes, on the basis of their
economic strength, Karl Marx howsver, talked about
petty bourgeoisie which is used interchangeably with

modern middle class, Karl Ma rx did not put much



emphasis on the role of middle class because in the early
years of capitalism, modern middle class did not take
a well definad form, He talked about that type of

middle class comprising small producers and craftsman only.

Marx and Engels used the term 'middle class!,
but not in consistent ways, Both Marx and Engels did
not make a systematic distinction betwecn different
sect ions of tho middle class, especially betuween the
'old middle class! comprising small producers, artisans,
farmers and peasants and the 'new middle class’
comprising clerks, supervisors, technicians and government
officials.23 When capitalism developed, then petty
bourgeoisie consisting of artisans shopkeepers etc,.,
gradually decayed, In its place there arose the 'neuw
petty bourgeoisie' consisting of mainly office woekers,
managers of business estaplishment and civil servants,
"In countries where modern civilization has become
fully developed a new class of petty bourgeois has been
formed, fluctuating between prolstariat and bourgeuoisis
and ever renswing itself as a supplementary part of
bourgsoisie sociaty".24
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23+ TeBottomore, et al, eds., A _Dictionary of Marxist
Thought (England, 1983), pe333.

24, Karl Marx and Fe.Engels, gpacit., ps108,
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Though Marx's social thought centered round
mainly two classes i.e, bourgecisies and proletariat, he
did not totally negleét the existence of an in=betuween
strata,

"Maxrx did not deny that between capitalists
and proletarians there are today a number of
intermediate groups~ artisans, petite bourgecisie,
merchants, psasant landowners, But he made tuwo
statements, First, along with the evolution of
the capitalist regime, there will be a tendency
towards crystallization of social relations into
two groups and only two$ the capitalists on
the one hand, and the prolstarians on the
other, Two classes and onhy two represent a
possibllity for a politica% regime and an
idea of a social regima".2

Marx referreped to several social classes like
the bourgeoisie, petty bourgecisis, lumpen proletariat
and rich, poor and middle peasants in his writings. In

Revolut ion and counter revelution in Germany,

"Marx distinguished the following classess
the fsudal nobility, the bourgecisie, the
petite bourgescisis, the upper and middle
peasantry, the fres lower peasantry, the slave
peasantry, the agricultural labourers and the
industrial workers, in Thg Class St
frapce, the list is as followss financial
bourgeoisis, Industrial bourgeoisie, Petite
bourgeoisie, Psasant Class, Proletarian class,
and finally what he calls the lumpen
proletariat, which more or less corrssgonds
to what we call the sub—proletariat®,?

25, Raymond Aron, Main Curzents in Soglological Thought,
(England, 1965), pe117.

26, -I.b_j_-g_o’ PP «164~165,
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In the early stagee of industrialization in
Britain, there were on the one hand 'Petty bourgecisie!
class comprising petty producers, and big bourgeocisie!
consisting of big industrial capitalists, The big
bourgeoisie controlled large scale capital uwhereas petty
bourgeoisie controlled small scale capital, "In
England modern society is indisputably most highly and
classically developed in economic structure, Nevertheless,
even here the stratification of classes does not appear
in its pure form, Middle and intermediate strata sven

here obliterate lines of demarcation”.27

It is relevant to discuss middle class in
India against the backdrop of the emergence of middle

class in England,

MIDDLE CLASS IN ENGLAND

In ancient times, different types of social
stratification existed in Europe, like Knights and
slaves, However, the middle ages witnessed the existence
of feudal lords and barons, New classes appeared in

modsrn bourgeois society,

27, Ernst Fischer, gpecit., pe69,



In England, origin of middle class can be
traced back to the advent of traders as a separate group
of people in fourteenth century, "ln England in the
fourteonth century the emergenco of tho trader as a
separate social and functional category formed the first
step in the rise of a middle class“.28 Introdoct ion of
capitalist mode of production resulted in the emergence
of middle class, Industrial revolution helped in the
crystallization of the middle class, In the courss of time
along with traders, manufacturers emerged as a separate
group, Middie class originated in trade and industry
and later on in other fields like education, legal
system etc, Economic and technological changes led to

the emergence of middle class,

Establishment of colonies and trade with
colonies encouraged commerce and tradec and finally broke
feudal system, With the discovery of America, precious
metals were imported from there. "Mapufacture and the
movement of production in gencral received an snormous
impetus through the extension of intercourse which came
with the discovery of America and the sea=route to the

- - s s

28, BeBeMisra, The Indian Middle Classes Their Growth
in Modern Times (New Delhi, 1961), p.4e




31

fLast Indies, The new products imported thence,

particularly the masses of gold and silver which came

into circulation had totally changed the position of the
classes towards one apother, dealing a hard blow to

feudal landed property and to the warkars".zg World

market was established by modetn industry, The market

led to the development of commerce. This development

led to the extension of industry and growth and development
of the industrial bourgeoisie, "The discovery of America,
the rounding of the cape, opened up fresh ground for

.. . 30
the rising bourgeoisis",

Under feudal social structure, production was
the monopoly of guilds, But with the expansion of new
markets, guild masters were replaced by manufacturing
middle class, "The feudal system of industry in which
industrial production was monopolized by closed guilds
now no longer sufficed for the growing wants of the
new markets, The manufacturing system took its place,
The guild-masters were pushed on one side by the
manufacturing middie class”.31 This manufacturing
middle class performed intermediary role betwseen ouners

of the means of production and workers,

29, Marx & Engels,The German Idsology (Moscow,1976),
pp 7778,

30, Bottomore & Rubel(ed,),Karl Marx,Selected
Writings in Sociology and Social Philosophy.
(England,1956 )yp 137,

31e Ibidaypel37,
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INDIAN MIDDLE CLASS

Middle class emerged in India during British
Colonial Rule. Emergcnce of middlc class in India as
well as in Assam, cannot be understood outside the
imperialist contexb, It smerged in India during
Colonial period with the establishment of legal and
educational institutions by the British, The intenbion
of the British colonialists was toc intensify their
economic exploitation in India, Their advent led to a
change in the then existing political and economic system
of the country, The Britishers transplanted into India
Yheir own administrative and ilegal institutions,
"ldeas and institutions of a middle-class social order
were Imported into India, They did not grow from within,
They ware implanted in the country without a comparable

development in its sconomy and social institutions".3

initially, the Britishe-rs left the
administration in Indian hands through *dual system',
Gradually dual system was abolished and company brought
under its control almost all aspects of administration,
The British rule in India was mercantél§e in character,

and it aimed at fulfilling the interests of its merchants,

MW

32, BeBoMksra, The Indian Middle Classes Their Growth
An Modern Times (Naw Delhi,19787; pelle
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Introduct ion of new revenue system and private
property in land, brought into existence landlords and
peasants, First group of landlords came into being in
the year 1793 along with the introduction of permanent
Land Settlement, It was introduced by Lord Cornwallis,
Under this system, zamindars and revenus collectors
became landlords and they had to give 9/10th of the
rent to the state which they received from the peasantry,
They kept only 1/10th for themselves. The Britishers
made the Indians to pay taxes, Those who acted as tax
collectors in Pre~British society, turned into landlords
during Colonial rule, The change which was brought by
the British in the then existing land system, made $he
intermediaries or revenue collectors the owners of
land, Earlier on, a village as a whole, paid to the
state a specific portion of its produce, But the

Britishers introduced money payment system,

They established courts for settling disputes
among various groups, which in the Pre-~British days
was done by Willage Panchayats, With the establishment
of Civil and Criminal Courts, a new middle class group
comprising lawyers (Waqil) emerged, Writers, publishers
and printers emerged along with the setting up of

Indian Press, Thus, during colonial era educated middle



class and middle class in Commercial and Industrial
sectors svolved, Creation of an sducated class was a
part of their colonial policy, which they thought would
help them in running the administrative machinery,
Egtabl ishment of educat icnal institutioné resulted in
the evolution of a group of educated people who,

aimed at grabbing positions in offices or in big
establishments, Educated middle class in India refers
to that group of people who got the opportunity for
educat ing themselves through the medium of English,
Bengal was the first presidency in India to get exposed
tb the Western influence, Therefore, the group of
educated people first came out in Bengal and later on
it spread over to other areas of the country, This
group took active part in all sorts of political

movements, including nationalist movement,

Almost all the leaders of nationalist amd other
reformist movements in India belonged to educated
middle*~class group. "The new middle class of educated
indians had by the 1880%'s begun to emerge as an
alternative to the aristocracy“.33 During colonial era

middlewclass - groups included lawyers, office clerks,

-

33 BeBoMisra, The Indian Politicel Parties 3 An

Historical Analysis of Political Behaviour upto
1947 (New Delhi, 1976), pe40.
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teachers, writers, traders, journalisbs, and professionals,

In the thirties of the ninsteenth century,
various political orgamizations like the !'Zamindar
Association of Calcutta'(1838) and the *British India
Society! came imto being, Indian branch of this society
which was known as 'Bengal British India Socisty! was
also formed by some Bengali educated people, An
Rssociation comprising the educated landlords was formed
in 9851, which was known as 'British Indian Association?,
All these associations and organizations were formed by
the middle class of the socisty, In the absencs of
political parties, at that time these associations
acted as a 1ink bstween the colonialists and the Indian

masses,

The sarlier organizations sncouraged higher
sdugat ion and had a moderats attitude, But the
associat ions which emerged in the 1870's differed from
earlier organigations on the ground that these
organizations had a reformist attitude, By 1870's, the
Indian middle class became politically conscious,
especially the Bengalee middle class (the babocos) or the

bhadralok (respectable people), consisting of the
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higher castes of Bengal, The upper middle class, and
highly educated peaple had a tendency to collaborate with
the British, But the lower middle class, on the other
hand, demanded Indspendenca, The lower middle class with
their revolutionary attitude, participated in the party
politics of the country in a different way than that of
the upper middle class, which had a collaborative
attitude, Middle class played an important role in

nat ional mavement,
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EARLY INHABITANTS OF ASSAM

The history of Assam can be divided into three
periods= the ancient, medieval and modern, The medisval
period starts with the advent of the Ahoms, And the
modern period began roughly from the time of
consolidation of British paramountcy over Assam in the
nineteenth century, In order to understand the life and
conditions of the people of medieval and modern periocd, it
is necessary to give a brief refersnce to the inhabitants

of ancient Assam,

Assam, the sasternmost state of India was
earlier known as Pragjyotisa, In the medisval times it
was known as Kamrup. The modern name of the state is
Assam, It was after the arrival of the Ahoms that Kamrup

cama to be knouwn as ‘Asam' which means unequal,

Population of Assam is heterogeneous
consisting of peoples of different races and tribes,
People from Northgiest and East have come to Assam and
settled, People belonging to different ethnic groups
like the Austtics, Dravidiang, the Aryans and the
Tibeto Burmans, entered Assam at different intervals,

from times immemorial, For several centuries, valleys
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and hill arsas of north-sastern India were exposed to
large scale inpvasion, Due to this invasion, the province

X . ey s 1
of Assam turned into 2 mussum of nationalities,

The Austrics from Indo China, the Dravidians, the
Indo-Aryans and the Siamese-~Chinese section of the
Mongoloids, the Thai tribes of the Ahoms and such other
diverse elemsnts bscame Indianised specially in the
Brahmaputra Valley.2 The mutual interaction among these
diverse slemsnts contributed much in building up Assamese

culture and society,

The cultural synthesis of various tribal groups
like the Bodos, the Rabas, the Tiwas, the Mishings,
Karbis, Dimasas, Chutiya, Moran, Miri, Naga (some of these
groups belonged to the different branches of Mongol #8ne,
#aoe) led to the development of Assamese culture, ‘
Rssamess natiopality is a heterogensous community
comprising these tribal groups, Different ethnic groups
came, ssttled and mixed with the local tribhal psople

at different times and merged into a community known
1+ SeKeChaupe, .JJ%H Politics in Nopth-£ast India
(Calcutta, 1973) pets

2, TeC.Sarma, "Assam Through the Ages" in Pankaj
Thakur,ad., Indis's North~East (Tinsukia,1982),
PP o114=115,
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as iAesameaei. For about 450 years, the Bodos and the
Ahoms contended for supremacy and ultimately this led to
a gradual merger of both the races into a single Assamese
speaking people, "The late.medieval period of Assam saw
the formation of an Assamesz speaking nation with
independent existence in the Brahmaputra Valley with its
own regional individualities, During the period the
autoehthonous Bodo race together with the Austric elements
and the Ahoms werc finally welded with the Aryan Hindu
settlers of the valley into a single psople = the Asamiya

or the Assamese people”.s

in the medieval period, Assam was lnown as Kamrup,
The kingdom of Kamrup was cstablished by Pusyavarman in
the fourth century,., It gained strength during the reign
of 8haskarvarman in the seventh century, Chinese pilgrim,
Hiven Teiang, paid a visit ¢o India during his reign, The
varmed dynasty came to an end with the death of
Bhaskervarman vho lived until at least 650 A.D." Sinco
his successors werse not compehent enocugh, this leod to the
downfall of the varman dynasty, It was replaced by Pala
dynasty in the later paxt of tenth cemtury with
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3¢ Tl Sharma, "Ths Culture and Civilization of Assem®
in Nagen Saikia, ed., Assam and ths Assamoss Mind,
(Sorhat, 1980), pp.25=30,

d4e EGait, A History of Assam (Gauhati,1905,Reprint
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Brahmapal as its king. Around the beginning of the
twekfth century, the Pala dynasty also came toc an end,
The first Muslim invasion of Assam took place at the end
of that century, After the departure of the Muslims,
some petty independent chiefs ruled the land. This type
of administration continued fof a few ysars until the

Koches came to pouwer,

Prior to the advent of the Ahoms, the state of
Assam was ruled by various dynasties which included
Koches, Bhutiyas, Kacharies, Kamata etc, The terribory
now known as the province of Assam was not always ruled
by kings of the same dynasty, Different kingdoms such as
Pragjyot ishpur, Kamata, Sonitpur, Chutiya kingdom,
Kachari kingdom etc., comprising different geographical
arpas, flourished at different times, Howsver, a stable
government could not be fopmed at that time due to constant

struggle among ths princes,

THE. AHOM RULE

Prior to the advent of the British, the
Brahmaputra Valley was ruled by the Ahoms, Around the
end of twelfth century, the Ahom power was rising in

northern Assam, In the early part of thirteenth century
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along with Ahoms, the chutiyas and kacharis and numerous
petty chiefs who were knouwn as Bhuyans ruled some parts
of Assam, The Ahom rule in Assam dates back to thirteenth

century,

The Ahome, a3 Mao=Shan branch of the Tai race of
upper Burma, ruled over the Brahmaputra Valley for about
600 yesars, came to Assam in the early part of thirtecnth
century under the leadership of Sukapha and founded the
Ahom kingdom, The small states, which emerged after ths
decline of Kamrup, were brought by them under a single
government, They succeeded to some extent in bringing

back the political unity of Brahmaputra Valley,

The Ahoms brought with them their own cubture,
religion and civilization, The 'Sino Tibetan Thai
Speech! (a new speech) was brought to India by the Ahoms,
They first iftroduced the system of kceping recards of
events, They had a deep sense of hdstory, "The Ahoms had
the historic sense very fully developed, and many of the
priests and nobles maintained Buranjis or Chronicles,
which were written up from time to time and which

contain a careful, reliable and continucus narrative
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of their rule“.S They accepted Assam as their own land,

They adopted Hinduism as their religion and accepted
local Assamese language as their language. "The Ahoms
were Buddhists but married local girls and adopted local
language and religion".6 However, they did not totally
discard their own religion and customs even after
accepting Hinduism, "Even after their acceptance of
Hinduism, the Ahoms did not completely give up their
religion and their customs, On ascending the throne every
king assumed two names, one in Assamese Hindu form and the
other in Ahom“.7 But, gradully, by seventeanth century,
they gave up their own language and religion, They
absorbed what was best amongst the comquered race and,

in caurse of time, they became a part and parcel of the

Assamese people,

Sukhapha, the founding father of the Ahom
kingdom and his descendants ruled over Assam from 1228
to 1826 A0, Despite many powerful challenges, the Ahoms

retained their control over Assam till the advent of the

Se Inide, pe70,
6o AeKLDas, Assam's Aoonyt A _Socio-Economig and
Political Apalysis (New Delhi, 1982), p.12,

7e S.KeBhuyan, Anglo-Rgsamese Relations, 1771-1826
(Gauhati, 19494, pid.
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British, From thirteenth to fifteenth centuries, they
engaged themselvss in congquering the neighbouring tribes
such as Morans and Borahis, The Ahoms brought them under
their domination along with some sections of Nagas and

Kacharis,

From sixteenth century onwards, the Ahoms

started exXpanding thesir empire with the annexatio n of the
kingdom of the Chutiyas by thes Ahom king Suhungmung or
Dihingia Raja, They brought bnder their control the Bhuyan
chisftains also who at that time were ruling the North
bank of the Brahmaputra, The Ahoms brought under their
sway rivals like Chutiyas and hill people, including the
Nagas and the Mikirs, and gradually they conguered the
whole of the Brahmaputra Valley, In 1708 AJL., the Kachari

and the Jaintia Kingdoms were annexbd by the Ahom

Kingdom,

OOWNFALL OF AHOM KINGDOM

From the middle of eighteenth sentury, the Ahom

Kingdom began to crumble due to mapy ineffieient rulers,

-
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The Ahoms did not have capable and competent monarchs
after Rudra Singh, from the middle of eighteenth century,
tontradict ions started developing between the ruling
nobility and the peasantry because the later was

harassed by the nobility through imposition of heavy tax
on them. This increasing exploitation compelled the
peasantry to revolt against the nobility, Revolts by the
peasants destroyed the Ahom Kingdom during the ysars
1770~1809, Again,contradictions developed among the ruling

class itself,

In the middle of eightesnth century, the
Moamoriahs {(a religious sect) gained strength and revolted
twice against the Ahoms, Gradually, rebellion broke out
all over Assam, Finally, the British sent troops under
Capt, TlJelsh for controlling the rebellion, The
Moamoriahs were defeated in 1792, Capt.Welsh felt that
people may again revolt because of the over oppressive
nature of the King, He realised the need for keeping a
brigade of British troops in Assam and it was done
according with the consent of the then prevailing
nobility group, Lord Cornwallis was the Governor General
at that time, But the Governor who succeeded Lord
Cornwallis ordered the British troop to return to

Caleutta in 1794,
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The withdrawal of British troops led to confusion
and disorder, In the midst of general discrder and a
chaotic situation, an Ahom noble, Badan Chandra Barphukan,
soyght help from the Burmese, This led to the destruction
of Ahom Kingdom, After his death in 1819 A.,D., Ahom
Kingdom was invaded and occupied by the Burmese, R Teign
of terror prevailed during the Burmese rule and some
Assamese even left the country and took shelter in
Goalpara and Rangpur which were under British territory
at that time, "The oppressions af the Burmese became more
and more unbearabls ,,, not onby did they rob sveryone
who had anything worth taking, but they want-—only burnt
down villages, and aven temples 4ese many fled to the
hills and to Jaintia, Manipur and other countries".8
In the wake of Burmese and British invasions, Ahom rulse
in the country came to an end, The Britishers ousted the
Burmese and brought the valley under their dominion in

1826,

Tha advent of Muslims in Assam also brought a
fundamental change in the social system, Social
stratificat ion could be found in the medieval period with
the nobility at the top, traders at the middle and

R A TR S W e Bt O e By B AT 2~ bl I W

Be EJGait, gpeCite., pPp.231=232,



46

peasantry at the bottom of social hierarchy., The Assamese
socisty underwent transformation in the middle of
seventeenth century during the Ahom=-Mughal conflict.

The Mughals brought a change in the socio=-cultural sphere
of Assamese society, When the Mughals invaded Assam, the
Ahoms adopted many aspects of the culture of the Mughals,
Many cultural elements of the Mughals percolated into

the Assamese way of life,

The ARhoms tried to restructure their socio-
political system on the line of the Mughal system, The
system of arranging paiks into different Khels with some
officers, had some similarities with Mansabdari system
of the Mughals. The hisbory of the Ahoms of the seventeenth
century was mainly the hisiory of Ahom=Mughal conflict,

The Mughals invaded Assam to extend their territories

Purther to the east,’

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION DURING
THE AHOM PERIQD

Traditional Ahom society was stratified into
numerous categories, There wsre seven clans (Phoids)
of the Ahoms, The first three were (1) Raja (of royal

R A BT ) o A el W Ak G cp oot s
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lineage), (ii) Buragohain (minister eenior) and Borgohain
(minister junior), There is difference of opinion about the

last four clans of the Ahoms,

Three categories of peopls could generally be
found in the pre~British Assamsse socisty, The Varna
system shaped and moulded the social system of the then
Assamese society, Accordingly, higher caste constituted
the upper class of the society, "Prior to the coming of
the British this area was archaic in character and feudal
in structure, There were three main strain in Assamess
society viz,, priests or Brahmins, Gosains (including
some Kayasthas and Kalitas), Dangorias (nobility and
high ranking officials) and Paiks or laguas (commoners

0
and slaves)".1

During Ahom rule, Kingship was hereditary, In the
administrative echelon, the king was the supreme head,
™he king had to be selected from one of the following
royal linsages~ Ddhingiya, Charingiya, Tungkhungiya,
Namrupiya, Samaguriya, Tipamiya and Parvatiya".11 King

had a council of three ministers who were known as

104 SeMJDubey, ede, North East India —~ A Sociological
Study (Delhi, 1978), p.21.

11+ Indira Barua, Social Relatiogns in An Ahom Village
(New Dalhi, 1978), p.18.
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gohains, The office of each of the Gohains were the
menepoly of particular family or elan, These posts wers
to be filled up only with the men of thair own respective
dynastlaes, The representation of different Ahem clans or
phoids was an important fastor in the granc of

appointmente.12

The king had a council of threes ministers~ the

Gohains, They performed advisory functions and king was
assisted by them, The king had to consult them on all
important matters, But some kings such as Pratap Singh,
Gadadhar Singh and Rudra Singh appear to have followed
their own wishes ignoring the opiniona of the ncbles,
While some other kings like Sudaipha and Kamaleswar Singh,
acted according to the advice of council of minieters¢13
The advisors to the king in the Abom eystom of
administrat fon were known under the collective name of

*Patra Mantri?, The most important offices were thoss of
Buragnﬁain, Borgeohain, Borpatrsgohain, Barbarua and
Sarpindean W were populariy knoud as ‘Danperdyss’ er

in other words the privilesged tlzss, The king oeudd be

snthroned or dethronsd by the first three, Thotigh the

12+ S.KaBhuyan, L.&&WW {pelnd,
1933 reprift 1983), poxixX,

13+ Edward Gait.).ﬁ_ﬂmgt.&m {Gauhat 1,1908
reprint 1904 '} Pe233,
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king was the head of the whole edjflce, he hardly enjoyed
absolute powar, In ease of misuse of royal prerogat ive,

the council of ministers could even rzmove the monarch,

Originally there wers only two high offices~
Buragohain and Borgohain, In the xeign of Suhungmung
(Oihingia Raja) a third i,e,, the Barpatra gohain wae
incorporated, "™During the period from 1603 to 1648, the
militja system was thoroughly reformed with a view te
gonfronting the Mughal invasion, The state became mors
centralised in that process. Two new offices— those of
the Barphukan and Barbarua were created, thues raising the

number of Patra~Mantri to fj.ve".”

The Barphukan had a council of six subordipate
phukans, Each Phukan like Chutiya Phukan and Deka Phukan
had diffevent functions to perform, These Phukans were
wonsulted by Barphukan in all importont mattere, Second
highest pesition were occupied by the Baruas, The
Barbarue wislded great power being the head of judiciary,
The Barberua was the Shief Justice of the entire Ahom
Kingdome There wers numerous other officials in the

Ahom sfpglem of administration like Rajihouwss, Katakis,

184 AGuha, "The Ahom Palitical Systems An Enquiry fnto
the State Format ion Proeess in Medisval Assam®,

Secial Sgilentist (December 1583), p.%.
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Kakatis and Dolois. The appointments for the posts like
Barbarua and Barphgkan were not hereditary and were npen to
persons of any lineage, Higher classes of non-Ahom citizens
were also appointed in some posts which were not connected
with militapy service, All the positions of military
system were occupied by the Ahom Kings and their
descendants, Generally only minor posts were offered to
non—-Ahom, Baruaship was offered to non-Ahoms be he a

Hindu or a Muslim,

During Ahom rule the adult male population in the
16=50 age group was registered as state paiks* to refder
services to the state, However, nobles, priests and
people belonging to high castes were excluded from these,
Thess paiks in normal times had to serve as labourer and
had to serve as soldier during time of war, Families
emerged along with the introduction of paik system, Paiks
were organised into 'gots‘.*% Consisting generally of
four paiks, Paiks were further arranged into fkhels!,
Each khel had to render specific services to the state

as revenue collecting, arrow making, house building etc,

A 8 - Ih o

*  Paiks were the manual servants, They enjoyed rent-
free tenure in return for their services to the state,

*%* Thres to four paiks constituted a t!gott,

%% Khel was an administrative unit under the Ahoms
headed by a Phukan or a Barua and commanded by
officers viz,, Rajkhowas, Hazarikas, Saikias and
Boras,
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The important khels were placed in charge of a

Phukan, and those khels which were not of much importance
were placed in charge of a Rajkhowa or a Barua, Barua was
a administrative head, "The militury-cum~civil~ officers—
they had control also over the administration of justice
in respect of the men under them— formed a chain of
command fRem the top downwards, A Phukan was in command
of a division (khel) of 6,000,a Hazarika of a thousand,
a Saikia (cemturian) of a hundred and a Bora (headman) of
20 militﬁamen.“15 The pouer on the part of the paiks to
nominate or dismiss their Boras, Saikia's or Hazarikas,
helped them to save themselvaes from the oppressive

elements of the state,

During Ahom rule, the aristocracy consisting of
Rajas and nobles, had hereditary estates on which the
RN . .

slaves and bondsman carried on cultivatione In the
lower echelons of aristocracy therc were the Chamua Palks,
who were not required to render manual service of any
kind to the state bscause of their good birth, Men of
good castes including traders, artisans, scribes could

be clubbed into this Chamua paik category. They, unlike

%S¢ dbid,, p.8,

6% Bondsman refers to that group of people who
mortgaged their labour,



(o))
DO

the paiks, had a different status and rendered non~manual
service to the state in accordance with t heir skills and
status or had to pay taxes in lieu of such ser\lices.1
Though the main occupation of these Chamua paiks were
trade yet sometimes cultivation was also carried on with
the help of slaves by the Chamua paiks, They had neither
the status of privileged nobles hor labouring paiks,
Apparently, it ssems that this Chamua paiké* had an
in=betuween strata in society, But they did not form a
saparate class in Assamese socisty, These Chamua paiks
of pre~British Assamese society did not get salary in
return of their service to the state, They got land or
slaves in return for their service, They could be
considered as lower cadre of nobility and not middle
class, though they occupied a middle position in the
socio—aconamic hierarchy, Bescause they were not salaried
employees in state service "In pre~British Assamese
socisety, practically there was no middle class standing
between the nobility and the peasantry, Even the
literati and petty officials in the state service were not
employed on a salaried basis but were instead rewarded

with lands, slaves and serfs, Thsy, therefore,

* Chamuas were the respectable paiks,
16, I,bid_, 'Y p023l
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constituted the lower echelons of the nobility ise, the

Chamua status group within it, not a middle class".17

The Chamuas could work in petty offices in the
militia and bureaucratic establishment, Somstimes even
some peasant paiks were exempted from manual service by
virtue of thoir holding petty offices and thersby
promoting them to this Chamua group. Some Chamuas even
did not have to render non=manual service or in other
words they were freed from doing this, They were known
as a-Paikan Chamuas (non-Paiks). The fChamue Paiks! as
well as the 'Kanri Paiks'** were allotted to different
khels viz,, Naubaicha (the clan of boatman), hilaidari
(the clan of gunman) etc, The peasantry known as fKanri
Paiks! was the largest group during Ahom period, Services
were rendered by the Kamri Paiks as ordinary soldiers
and labourers, Though cultivation was their main
occupat ion they were also engaged in weaving, spinning
etce They carried on cultivation in their own land holdings,
Buring Ahom period a person's social status was

determined on the basis of his position in the Palk system,

1¥. AGuha, "aking of the Assamese Middlc Class (1825-
1905), An Unpublished paper Prescnted at the
Seminar in Geography Department, NEHU, 1977,

%+ Kapgri Paiks rendered services as ordinary scldiers
and labourers,



The social hierarchy of traditiopal Assamsse
goeciety was feuwdal in nature, In the pre—Briﬁish Assamase
society between the Dangoriyas (privileged nobles) and the
labouring Paiks, there was a group of peeple which included
officers 1like Hazarikas, Salkias and Borasj They could
not aspire to the hereditary privileges enjoyed by the
nobles. But they did not have to de any state labour like
the paiks, Therefore, their etatus in the soclety wase
such that they formed neither the upper class nor the
lower class, In a sense they formed the basis of middle =
class in Aesamgse socisty, But they failed to emerge
as a viable educated middle=tclass group at that time,
since there was no scope in the old socisty for that,
Though by and larqge they built up the foundation of
middle class during Ahom rule, they werc in a dormant
stage at that time, During British rule, this group
gathered more strength, became more articulate and

emerged as a viable middle—class group,

The ranks of Bora, Saikia, Hazarika could be
found not only among the Hindus but it could be found
among the Muslims also, Even in the present day Assamese
society the Muslims take these titles, Generally, higher

posts in the Ahom system of administration were filled up
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by people belonging to nobility of the Ahom community .
There were some posts which wers occupied both by Ahoms
as well as non-Ahoms, Many war prisoners of the Mughal
wags were absorbed in the military and civil
administration, of the Ahom govermment, They were given
new ranks of Bora, Saikia, Hazarika along with their

Islamic title,

A fesudal social structure prevailed in pre—
British Assamese socisty, inspite of its semi=tribal
characterist ics, As soon as the Ahoms entered Assam, they
turned into feudatory lords, Only their descendants could
ocoupy the institution of Kingship.18 People belonging
to high caste formed upper stratum of the society and
exploited and oppressed the lower class comprising mass
of the people, The Servitors (likchaus or laguas) were
allotted as personal attendants to royal officers, There
was a great gap botween nobility and common people = the
higher caste and lower caste, forming the upper class

and lower class respectively,.

18, S.K. Bhuyan, Analc Assamese Reglations 1771~1826
(Gauhati, 2nd edition 1974), ppe250=251,
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THE BRITISH RULE

The entire Kingdom including the eastern and
western half of the Brahmaputra Valley formally passed
into the hands of the British after the conclusion of the
Treaty of Yandaboo in 1826, King of Ava surrendered his
claim over Assam, Cachar, Jaintia and Manipur to the
British govermnment, But the British did not take over the
direct administration of the whole country at once,
Immediately after the withdrawal of the Burmese, the
British government restored Mapipur to Gambhir 5ingh who
became their vassal, The Calcutta authorities "declared
on the eve of ths Anglo-Burmese war that they would
retain no part of the'érahmaputra Valley and that they
would establish in Assam a Government adapted to their
wants and calculations“.19 But despite their commitments,
they brought lower Assam under their dominion in 1826, and
by 1899 they succegeded in bringing the whole of Assam

under their control,

Buring the early years 4f the British rule, the
Ahom nobility protested against them when they lost
almost all privileges, The group of pedple, who formed

the upper stratum of the society in pre-British era

2% R.Mela=hiri, The Annexation of Assam 1824-1854
(Calcutta, 1975), p.121,




e
-2

lost all their privileges and powers during colonial era,
The estates of the nobility were taken away by the British,
They were offered pension and offices of lower rank in
lieu of that, Since the position of the nobility was
lowsrsed, they started revolting against the new regime,

In 1828 AD+y Ahom Prince, Gomadhar, and some other Ahom
nobles and officials after him mado unsuccessful attempts
to drive aout the British from Assam, The status of the
Paiks was raised to soms extent with the abolition of the
feudal privilegss of the Ahom nobility by the British, The
paiks wero emancipated from their service, "By taking away
their Pykes and landed estates the uUpper classes in
spocisty had becn reduced to poverty and brought down to
the level of other poor people“.20 The Ahom nobility were
adversely affected by the abolition of their privilcges

by the British,

The Britishers annexed lower Assam first because
it wvas fertile and its agriculture was in improved
condition, They took seven years (1826 to 1833) to arrive
at a decision regarding the administration of upper
Assam, During 1824 %o 1833, neither the Britishers nor

the old Ahom rulers administered upper Assam, In fact,

PRI BT W B TS BB e ® W S A - W o = - -——

20, KeNDutta, Landmarks of the Fresdom Struggle in
Agsam (GaUhati, 1958), pe16.




the system of Government during these nine years was
neither wholly British nor Ahom, An admixture of both
prevailed which lod to a disorganized state of af"f‘airs.z1
This was a critical period for the people of upper
Assam, However, this uncertainty ended with the

installat ion 5¥ Purandar Singh as the Kimg of upper Assam
in 1833, But after a few ysars, the British Government
began to find fault with his administration and dethroned

him in 1838, Purandar Singh was pensioned off in 1838

and that area was also brought under British ruls,

R few years after annexation of upper Assam,
Sadiya and Matak states of the Khamtis were also brought
under difect administration of the British, Both the
states were clubbasd together as district of Lakhimpur,
Graduaily, whole of Assam including the plains as well
as the hill areas passed under the dircct rule of the
Brit ish, Assam was administered by Government of Bengal

through a Bommissioner till 1874,

e
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SOCIAL STRATIFICATION UNDeR COLONIAL ISM

Colonial era experienced the growth and
developmant of various social classes which were not
there in pre-colonial era in India as well as in Assam,
Emergence and role of classes became meaningful during
colanial period due to the basic social change jﬂ which
they had to play a crucial role in regard to various
political and social issues, The process of class formation
in Assam during colonial period was bound up with the

general process of class formation all over India,

The British annexed India as well as Assam for
commercial purposes, With the advent of the British,
different parts of the country became sconomically
transformed along with political subjugation, New social
clagses cams into beirg earlisr in those places which were-
the first to come under British influence, Since the
Britishers first entered Bengal, new social classes
emerged in Bengal first, "As a rssult of the alliance of
British rule with landlordism a new'social basis'uwas
created in Bengal, Within a few ysars of its introduction
the permanent settlement had stimulated subwinfeudation,

It became a marked feature in the land system of Bengal
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by 1806-1807, One of the objectives of the permanent
gsettlement was stated to be the creation of Bengall

1

middle class",

The Britishers oieated private property in land
in the form of Zamindary system, In agrarian sector
landlords or zamindars occupied top most positione
Introduction of the system of leasing land created the
class of tenants and sub=tenants, With the grant of the
power to purchese and ssll land, a class of absaftee
landlords emerged, Absentes landlords were connected with
collection of rent, Absentes landlords, merchants and
monay lendsrs formed an intermediary group, Money lenders
agtad as intermediaries between the peasants and the
market, Zamindars, absentee landlords, tenants under
zamindars, peasant propristore divided into upper, middle
and lower strata, modern middle class monsy lenders etc.
were some of the new classes which evolved in the

agrarian sector of Indian society in Celonial pericn:!.2

In the beginning, the number of big zamindars

was emall, There was, however, a very large class of

1. Amalendu Dg,"Bengali Intelligantsia'e Attitudes to
the Permanent Settlement™, Sggia) Secisntist, No.56,
March 1977, p.19.

2, A.RDosai, Sogia) Backoround of Indian National ism
(Bombay 1948 reprint 1961), pe176e
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small zamindars and tenure holders who formed a midale
glass, These tenurs holders and other middle—class people,
who stood between the zamindars and the cultivators, formed
the soeio-seconomic structure of -sngal during Colonial

rule,

With the establishment of educational
institutions, professional classes with a job seesking
mot ive emerged at the all India level, Professional classss
generally smerged out of those who had higher positions
in caste hierarchy also, High caste Hindus got the benefit
of higher education much earlier and formed the educated
middle-class group, Educated middle class refers to those
people who received higher education through the medium of
English and engaged themselves in various professions which
tame into being a2 8 result of British ruls, They engaged
thamsselves either in government offices or in business,
The Brahmins were the first to acquire modemn edueation

a
and to emergs as/group of modern intelligentsia,

New type of politiesl and administrative system,
educat ion, cash sconomy were soms of the f actors which
helped in the omergence of neou classes in India as well

as in Assam, Thase new tlasses emsrged with the advent
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of the British, "The emergence of new social classes in
India was the direct consequence of ths establishment
of a new social scohpmy, *

a new type
of state system and a state administrative machinery and

the spread of new education during the British rule".3

Various factors were responsible for the
gmergence of classes among which cash economy was one of
the most important, Monetization of the sconomy brought
shanges in the socisty by replacing the old practice of
trade and exchange. with a new system, With the mowet ization
aof economy, the barter system was replaced by money,

When money came to the scene, inequality increased among
the people, Those who had money became the ouwners of
means of production. Whosver possessed more momey
acquired more wealth and thereby ocoupled higher position
in society,

Education was another important factor in the
growth of middle class, With the establishment of

educat ional institutions by the British a few people

s
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with good financial background, got the chanee of
educat ing themselves, Assam witnessed the growth of a
aducated middls class by the turn of the nineteenth
century, They formed a distinct group; They availed of
the opportunity of working in neuwly established tea
plapkations, Their social status was such that they werse

neither the ruling class nor the labouring class,

The British rulers selscted political and
administrative personnel from among the local people for
smooth running of the administrative machinery, These
local agents enjoyed power, status and wealth on the
basis of which thay_mere differentiated from the masses,
'Rai Bahadur' and 'Rai Saheb' were the &3tlee conferred
on the Hindu political agents, 'Khan B8ahadur'! and *Khap
Saheb'! wore the titles bestowed un the Muslim politiecal
agents, Knighthood was slsoc conferred on some local people
who distinguished themselves in serving thes imperial

interests,

The social structure of pre~8ritish Assamese
socisty was fewdal im nature with the king at the tap
and the labouring masses at the bottom of social ladder,

Hinduism was the main religion during Ahom period,



Therefore, division of society on the basis of caste
system prevailed, But caste system had not evolved in
Rssam to such an extent as in the rest of India, It was
super-imposed on ancther social structurs based on
compulsory labour service and bureaucracy, Caste system
prevails in Assam but it is not ag rigid as in other
parts of India becauss the tribal rulers in earlier ages
did not maintain any caste differentiation, Caste system
again failed to effectively penetrate into the Assamese
society due to the influence of Islam and also due to the
influence of Vaisnavism, The Vaisnavite religion was
initiated and propounded by Shankardev (1449~1568), "The
Vaishnavite religion, which cuts across caste and creed
distinctions and is distinguished by catholic and
ilberal (eic) attitudes, is the main religion of the
Rssamese .44 6Ven very recent socioclogical studies
conducted by the Dibrugarh University among the rural
communit ies have indicated that sducation, occupation
and wealth are more important than caste or creed in

determining one's social status and inFluance“.4

During the days of feudal Ahom rule, a

privileged microsgopic minority formed the upper stratum

4 S e———- - o Ae—

4,: O.Doley, "Assamese Liberalism", in Nagen Saikia,
ede,Assam and the Assamese Mind (Jorhat,1980),
PPp«38-40,
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of the society, Prior to the advent of the British, the
ruling nobility and the Brahmins were the holders of
dist inct status in society, and they enjoyed many
privileges, First of all, the British abolished the
privileges of nobility, Consequently the king and the
nobility of the Ahom society lost their social and political
status, They lost their political authority as well as
the ir social privileges as soon as the British assumed
political power, The social status of the Ahom nobility
deteriorated with the abolition of the paik system,

"The abolition of the paik system, the main stay of the
aristoeracy, had a further deteriorating sffect upen the
soecial and economic life of the nobility of Assam whe
suffered most of all at the turn of events".5 The paiks
were eamancipated from their bonda~ge, They were he
longer required to serve thair masters as before, Refoom
maasures adopted by the British freed Assamese society
to soms extent from the shackles of traditional

pract ices,

5. RoMe Lahiri, Tha Annexation qf Assam (Calcutta,
1975), p21,



EMERGENCE OF MIDDLE CLASS
IN ASSAM b6

Emergence of middle class in Assam cannot be
exaplained outside the imperial contexg. British
Colonization restructured the Assamese society, Emergence
of the new social classes in Assam was thes consequence
of the new type of economic, administrative, legal and
sducat ional system introduced by the British,

"The process of Colonization aimed at
restructuring this socisty and monetizing
its sconomy with a viesw to making both more
relevant and useful to imperial interests,
The administration, the Land revenus and
taxat ion policy as well as super and infra
structural growth = all were gearad during
the 19th century to the major task of
transforming the valley into England's
agricultural gstate, It was in that process
that the Assamese middle class, consisting of
businsssman, professionals and salaried
employees was born from within the given class
structure of the old society",

Classes emerged in Assamese society during the
British rule out of the old class division, They
included rich, middle and poor peasants, landholders,
and new middle class comirising tea garden owners,

lawysrs, teachers, owners of business establishments and

6o AJiuha, "Making of the Assamese Middle Class 1825~
1905" (A paper presented in the Seminar on North
East India), NEHU, September—October 1977,
(unpublished),
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service holders, Assamese middle class as a class came
to the socio-political scene of Assam very late, Due to
Colonial constraints and other sﬁcio—economic factors
growth and devslopment of middle class throughout
nineteenth century remained feeble, The Britishers did not
allou local enterpreneurs to develop, Maniram Dewan's
case is illustratige of this., Initially, he collaborated
with the British, But later on, when he started his ouwn
tea garden, Britishers discouraged him, In 1857, Maniram
was executed, when he plotted to overthrow the British,
"It will be an exaggeration to say that the British
fostered the growth of the middle class without
restriction, In fact, anything that disturbed the tenor

of their colonial exploitation was dastroyed".7

The British rule in Assam Valley integrated the
area into their colonial empire, Politically and
culturally, Assam came under the immediate impact of the
Bengal renaissance, "The impact of Bengal on the life
and culture of the Assamese was also not small, The
process which began since the closing years of the'Ahom

rule continued without any break till the close of the

we— R

7« Hiren Gohath, “Origins of the Assamese Middle Class®,
Social Scisptist, No,13, August 1973, p.15.



nineteenth oentury, Inspite of their animosity against
linguistic domination, the intelligentsia was not slow
in adept ing Bengall dress, customs, usagegand even food
habzl.i.:a".B The Assamess middle 6lass since then had greuwn
in line with the middle class in Besngal and elsewhsre In
India, At that time the middle class in India was under

the strong impaet of its counterpart in England,

The present century started with a ehallenge
to the old eocial order where aristocracy was the mainstay
of government, Ascription and not merit was the basis

Administrat ive maehinery,
of the Ahem{ A group of ecribes earried on official werk
during Ahom period, People belonging to the nobility
group of Ahom period did not form the middle~-class group
of the Britiah period, The landed easte Hindus, who had
served the Ahom rulers as their scribes got the
privilegs of educating $hemsslves during the colonial ers,
"The new middle class wes not formed from the ranks of
the former nobility, The advantages of British education
and the new avenues of employment and trade were

cornered by caste Hindus who had served the former rulers

as their clerks and bmaucmts".g

8e HeKe Baerjaﬂ' &d.. igal H Q o
Vol,i (Gauhati, 1977), pp.126-127,

9. Hiren Gohain, 908ike, Pel4s
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The Britishers wanted to establish in Aésam a
new administrative system different from that of the
earlier one, They needad educated men to run the
administrative machinery efficiently, Since number of such
qualified people in Assam was insignificant at that time,
they brought in Bengali middle elass or baboo class
{bhadralok) to Assam for meeting their administrative
reqWirements, The Bengali middle class was the first
group in India to have the privilege of educating itself
in British established educational institutiens, Educated
Bengali middle class got a chapce to work as clerks and
bursaucrate not only in Bengal but in the neighbouring
areas too, By the beginning of the present century these
educated petple of Bengal got an easy access in the job
market of meighbouring areas of Assam, Bihar and Orissa,
This embittered the local youths of these places, "The
enthusiasm with which the Bangal bladralok accepted and
promoted English lamguage education, in marked contrest
to the TaeespgoAse of the landed elites iM the surréunding
provinces, gavs thom the lLion's share of the new
opportunit ies for profossional, adminmistrative and
clerical amployment throughout esastern and morthepn

India".10

104 J.H.Broomfiedd, Elits Conflict in a Pluygpal Society
(California, 1968), p.B.




In medieval society of North-Last India, generally
three broad categories of people could bs found, First
group comprised the nrivileged aristocracy, The peasantry,
including the axtisans, formed the second groupe The
servile elass eonsisting of slave#, formed the third
group, Cultivation was the primary and sometimes an
auxiliary occupation of the peasantrye It was the major
source of their income. Initially, traders and artisans
did not form a distinct social group, Slowly and

gradually, they emerged as a separate group,

High caste landbwners and rich peasante, who
were not much affected by the British rule, formed the
base on which the modern middls~class businessman
emerged, Some of the privileges enjoyed by these
landouners were no doubt curtailed by the 8ritish but
not all privileges, "Privileged high caste landowrers,
other big landowners who managed to survive, and those
peasants who sxploited labour or combined crafts and
trading activities with agriculture they all
const ituted the potent ia)l geed-bed for hew middle clases

busingssman to emarqa“.11

- o Ay

11, ALuha, gpeit,
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With the establishment of industries in Agsam
by the British 2 eclass of industrialists and proletariat
emerged, Initlally, growth and development of industrial
middle class in Assam was very slows "The middle class in
Agsam originated mainly in the administrative,; educational
and legal system estab}ished by the British rulers and
not in trade and industrial ssctor, The growth of the
industrial middle class in Assam was very slow and
tenuous because of the slow growth of industrial economy
in the state and low degree of local part icipation in
economic and industrial pursuif:s"."2 In the urban sector,
traders, shopkeepers, doctors, engineers and prefessors
smerged, The basic sconomic transformation brought by the
British government resulted in the emergence of these
new classes, "Primarily, the new classes cams into
existence as a result of the basic economic transformat ion
brought about 8y verioys Acks of the British government
{such as the new type of land relstions), the
penstration of Indian socisty by commercizl amd other
forces from the outside capitalist wor¥d, and the
sstablishment of modern industries in India®,’3
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12, KAlam, "The Emergence of Industrial Middle Class in
Azsam®, in B.JJDatta Roy,ed., The megag_ Role
gf Middle Class in WE India (Now Dolhi,1983),p.90,

13. k'gooesai’ Op.cit., p' 176.



72

In Assam, a merchant class emarged in the
commercial sector whose primary funetlben was mainly
import and export of goods. This numerically small and
financially weak eommercial middle=-class group had to
contend with strong Marwari competition; Establishment
of factories and tea plantations resulted in the emergence
of industrial middlem~elass grotp, The educated midcle #lass
comprised doectors, teachers, professors and managers,
Thus, British Colonialism led to the emergence of
middls classweducated, commereial and industrial in the
Assamese suciety, Assamese gocisety witnessed a structural

transformat ion under Colonialism,

Until the 1850's, the Assamese middle class did
not participate in any major contemporary issue, Middle
class in Assam emerged as a politically conseious group

by the later part of ninetéenth century,

When Britishers established tea plantations
and other such establishments, they nesded some people
to work there as laboursr, But only a few local
businessman came out with the needed dapital to start
such business, The Ahoms were also mot business oriented,

Nobility did not even have capital to start business
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due to thelr pauperisation by the British, Paucity of
eapital was an important factor which hampersd the growth
and development of enterpreneural group in Assam in the
initial stage of the Colonial sr., Most of the tea gardens
in Assam were owned and managed by European planters,

»

Tea industry attracted a feu Assamese middle=

class businessman, who had experience of cultivation,
Maniram Dewan opened up two small tea gardens by 16853,
Between 1859-60, the number of tea planters in upper Assam
rose to eix, Towards the end of nineteenth century the
number rose to over two dozen, The leading Assamese tea
planters of that time included Hemdhar Barua, Jagannath
Barua, Dinanath Bezbarua, Kaliprasad Chaliha, Jaday
thaliha, Deviocharan Barua, Heramba Prasad Barua, Malbhog
Barua and many others, They along with some others emerged
ag middle=~class group by the end of ninmetesnth century,
Though many Assamese people established their own tea
planbht ions,yet they had to depend on the British for
technical knowshow and processing of tea, Britishers
discouraged those, who trisd to come up as planter, It

was only since late nineteenth and early twentisth

century that small and independant Assameee enterprises
gtarted gmmw .
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Lack of capital, British discouragsment,
competition from non-Assamese traders, distaste of
Assamese for petty trades and addiction to upium were some
of the important factors for the slow growth of Assamese
middle class, during colonial period, Petty trades were
carried on by a group of people from Bengal which the
local Assamese people generally hesitated to do, Some
people belonging to lower class in the Brahmaputra Valley,
especially, in Barpsta, Sarthebari, Sualkuchi, engaged
themsalves in petty trades as blacksmiths, potters etc,
But the high caste Assamese Hipndus had a distaste for

trade,

Trades in Assam during the British rule were
dominated by outsiders, especially, the Marwaris of
Ra jasthan, The local traders, however, failed to compste
with the Marwaris who were financially stronger than the
Assamese petty traders (populamly known as Soud or
Moodoi)e "The Assamese merchants and traders were
repressented by the title Soud or Moodoi, But the
operations of thess Assamese traders were of limited
value and quantity and even in the early British period
they could not stand in competition against the powerful

Marwari traders and in course of time their successors



gave up the trading profession and took to agriculturs and

. 4
other pUrSULtS".1

Assamese pecple in general were addicted to
opiume Towards the end of nineteenth end the beginning of
the present century a high per capita opium consumption
persisted in the Brahmaputra Valley, "As such as 1,557
maunds out of the provincial consumption of 1,686 maunds
in 180-81 and 1,201 maunds out of 1,291 maunds in 4900~01
were consumed thare alone".15 But gradual snhancament of
its prices reduced the number of opium eaters, When the
evil effects of opium consumpbion was widely felt then
poppy cultivation was prohibited, "Prior to 1860, no
restriction was placed upon the cultivation of the poppy.
But the evil effects of unrestrained indulgence in opium

were undeniable ..."16

Assamese middle class as a class, came up late

anto the Assamese political scene, Middle class of the
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144 KeAlam, "The Emergence of Industrial Middle Class in
Assam®, ope0ite, PeShe
154 AJGuha, Planter Raj to Swaraj (New Delhi,1977),pe55

164 BeCJAllen, Agsam District Gazetteepdol.1 (Caloutta,
1905), P'196g
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Assamese socisty emerged during the British Colonial
Rule, The nobility greup of the Ahoms did not esmerge as
the middle-plass group during eolonial sra, because it
lost many of ite privileges with the advent of the
British, During Ahom rule paiks were the manual labourers
who rendered semvices to the state, The amaneipaticn of
the paiks by the British gave a severs blow to the Ahom

nobility,

The Assamese middle elass 1s the most artieulate
gection of the society, It has been providing leadership
in all gajor socio-sconomic and political issues of
Assam sincs Colonial era till teday, Middle class
occupiss an important place in Assamese seeiety because
they voice the demands of the Assamese peosple in

general,
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MIODLE CLASS IN PRE-INDEPENDENCE
ASSAM

The Assamese middle class started playing,

significanmp role in the socio-political sphere of
Assamese society only in the later part of Colonial era,
In the beginning of twentieth century, the Assamese people
participated in political activities through the formation
of various political organizations and associations,
Initially, the high caste educated Hindus alone

participated in the political process,

The coming of the British was greeted with joy
by many Assamese people, Before the advent of the British
there was chaos and disorder all over Assam, Misrule by
some inefficient rulers brought untold misery to the
people, "The raj appsared on the scene in the guise of
saviours of the people suffering from a situation of
chaos, lawlessness and oppression that had persisted since
the 1770's starting with the Moamoria Civil War and
culminat ing in the Burmess occupation of the Assam plain.
(1817--1824)".1 People of Assam expressed their
gratification at the coming of the British at this

critical juncture,

-

Te A Guha, Planter Raj to Swarajsfreedom Struggle
and Electoral Politics in Assam 1826=-1947 (New Delhis
1977%, DeZe




Anandaram Dhekial Phukan remarked "Our
countryman hailed the day on which British supremacy was
proclaimed in the province of Assam and entertained
sanguine expectations of peace and happiness from the
rule of Britain, For several years antecedent to the
annexat ion, the province groaned under the oppression
and lawless tyranny of the Burmese, whose barbarious
and inhuman policy depopulated the country and destroyed
more than one half of the population".2 Assamese
society experienced political instability and chaos during
the rule by the Burmese from the year 1819 to 1826, The

Britishers restored normalcy to some extent,

With the advent of the British along with
spread of educationy mass media and urbanization,
Assamese people became politically more articulate, The
system of imparting education which was prevalent in
pre=Brit ish Assamese society failed to make people
art ipulate, Instead of kaking them politically
conscious, they were made religious minded, ™the
indigenous system of education continued to exist in

Assam even after the period of Civil Wars and invasions

N I et~ 4

2, "Observations on the Administration of the
Province of Assam" by Anandaram Ohekial Phukan, in
AR Moffat Mills, Report on Assem (Delhi,1854,
Reprint 1980) Appendix J,




in a number of Satras, Tols and Pathsalas where

instruct ions imparted wers mostly of religious nature
leading to a pious life and not sc much for any ussful
purpose or widening the mental horizon".3 Indigenous
educat ional institutions like Pathsalas, Tols, lladrassas
were ofy the decline and new pattern of education was

introduced by the British,

Aftep esoing non-Assamese in almost all government
offices, Mejor Jenkins, Commissioner and Agent to the
Governor General for Assam and North East of Rangpur,
felt the need for training Assamese people so that they
could also man positions in government offices, Jenkins
therefors "strongly urged the government of India in his
letter of 21 Jung 1834 for the establishment of English
schools under supervision of European functienaries at
the sadar stations - Goalpara, Gauhati, Nowgong, Darrang
and Bishwanath, For necessary $raining, a number of
Assamese youths of rank should bs sent to Calcutta and
provisionally teachers capable of teaching English and

Bangall would have to be procured from Bengal".o'

3. HeKeBarpujari, ed., Mﬂwﬁ.&ﬂ&
Voll.l (Gauhati, 1977 P pe103,

4. -21 i_d_.’ pi104.



The Britishers found a backward peasant economy
in Assama The whole of Brahmaputra Vallsy remained
extremely backward anc economy of Assam registered very
little development under British imperialism, Excepting

tea plantations, development in all spheres was slouw,

Revolts by the peasants during the early British
Rule in Assam were the earliest popular mass based
movements, Under the leadership of educated middle class,
the poor peasants reacted against the land revenue
measures of the British by organizing peoples' assembliss,
Middle class at the end of the nineteenth century
included some western educated lawyers and intellectuals,
Leading middle=class men like Dipanath Bezbarua,
Ghanashyam Barua, Manik Chandra Barua and athers had
strong rural links, Generally, theybelonged to Mauzadar
families and had private landed property, Land revenue
meagures adopted by the British affected their landed
interests also, Thercfore, they collaborated with the
peasants to fight against British, "... middle—class
could make common cause with ths peasantry in the

assessment question because their landed interests were
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also suffering under it, They joined hands with the
peasantry in the initial stags and tried to kaep the

- R 5
uprising moderate through petitions and memorials®,

Bstween 1868 to 1871, land revenue rates wers
doubled, The increase in the land revenue led to peasant
uprisings in many parts of the Brahmaputra Valley, The
ryots tried to resist this enhancement in land revenue,
The increase in land revenue in 1861 by the British on
the dry crop lands provoked the peasants, ™A raij mel
(Peoples! assembly) was there upon held at Phulaguri in
October, The assembly was scheduled to bs in session for
five days to ensure participation of men even from
distapt villages, Approximately, one thousand people
assembled by 15 Octaober, Five to six hundred people in
that assembly wers armed with lathis".6 The rural elites
consisting of Brahmins ano Mahantas took part in the
peasant uprisings, The peasants protested against
government%'fiscal policy th¢augh the organization of

AT B R  and

5¢ MJS.Barua, "The Assamese Middle Classt Its Role in
the Peasant Uprisings of 1893-94" in B.D.Roy,eda.,
Emegrgence & Role of Middle Class in NE India
(New Delhi,1983), pe63,

6¢ AlLuha, gR_.Cit., Pele

e ]




§2

*
various raij melse

The peasants again protested when the Britishers
imposed ban on poppy cultivation in 1860, Peasant
economy of Nowgong was worst affected by this ban because
it was one of the opium producing districts of Assam,
Again, the revenue policy adopted by the government led
to dissatisfadtion among the agricultural ryots, The
peasants, under the lsadership of sducated Assamese
middle class, protested against land revenue and taxation
policy of the British, Disregarding the peasants' prokbst
the Britishers continued to exploit the peasantry by
increasing taxes, "As soon as the neus of snhancement
became official, objesctions from all the five Brahmaputra

districts

valley/began to pour in, The maximum number of objections
about 14,DdU came from Kamrup, followed by Jorhat with
436, Nowgong with 311 and the Mangaldai sub~division of
Darrang with 293".7 The agitation by the psasants
succeeded as it forced the government to reduce the
taxat ion rate, "...the militancy of the peasants had

it SR R L X N RPN IR R N i LTS

# Raij mel reflects the characteristic feature of the
then exist ing Assamese society, Mel originated from
the Khel system of the Ahoms,

Te MeSeBarua, opeCitey, PeS7e
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alarmed the British Government and it brought down the
assessment rate slightly to pacify ths peasants".8 But
the peasants continued to suffer for sometime due to

delay in the implementation of this order,

In the middle of nineteenth century, the
format ion of various sabhas and associat ions marked the
growth of political consciousness in the Brahmaputra
Valley, Generally, most of these organizations were of
cultural and literary naturs, where pesople assembled
together in order to take some important decisions for
the welfare of the psople or community as a whole., Of
course, some associations aimed at arousing political

consciousness in the minds of the people,

The 'Jorhat Sarvajanik Sabha' was one of the
various political organizations which was formed in
1875, Jagannath Barua was the Viee President of this
Sabha for nearly five years, He got educated at the

Presidency College, Calcutta, He felt the need for

o

8. Ibid.’ p.ﬁS.



forming some organizations in the Brahmaputra Valley, on
the lines of Indian Association and British Indian
Association which had been formed by micdls class in
Calcutta, This Sabha opposed the Assam Land and Revenue

Regulations of 1886,

"Tezpur Ryot Sabha'! was formed by Haribilas
Agarwala around 1884, This Sabha was formed mainly to
express the grievances of the agricultural ryots against
the increase of land revenue by the British, 'The Shillong
Association' and the 'Nowgong Ryot Association' were

also formed for the same purpose in 1886,

'Assam Desh Hitaishini Sabha'! (a welfare
association) was formed in 1855 at Sibsagar to study the
then prevailing political situation, Purnananda Deka
became its sscretary in 1856, In 1872, Assamese Literary
Society was formed in Calcutta, Jagannath Barua and
Manikchandra Barua, belonging to Assamese middle class,
submitted memorandum to the Viceroy, Northbrook, in
1872 on behalf of this sgciety, They stressed, inter
alia, the need for constructing a Railway line

connecting Assam with Bengal,
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The 'Gyan Pradayini Sabha' (Society for
Disseminating Knowledge) started functioning in Nowgong
in the fifties of the ninsteenth century under the
guardianship of Dhekial Phukan, The aim of this Sabha was

to spread knowledge amogst the people,

Leadexrship of these organizations was restricted
to the sducated middle class and landed aristocracy,
Emergence of these organizations and associations indicated
the growth of political consciousness among the peoplses of
Brahmaputra Valley in general and middle class in
particular, In the absence of well established political
partiss, these associations and organizations pesrformed
these functions which were later takesn up by political
partiss, These organizations acted as a link betwsen
government and the masses, because the massss ventilated
their grievances to the government through these

organizatio=ns,

The first group of Assamese middle class which
emerged at the end of nineteenth century was high caste

Hindus with a background of modern education, The
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educated middle class of that period were generally
owners of sither tea gardens or saw mills or some similar
establishments, In course of time, these enterprensurs
involved themselves in various political activities,
Representatives of the Assamese intelligentsia included
Anandaram Ohekial Phukan, Hemdhar Barua, Manikchandra
Barua, Tarun Ram Phukan, Nabin Chandra Bordoloi, Oinanath
Bezbarua, Ghanashyam Barua and some others, who owned
private landed esstates and small or big tea gardens

(see appsndix).

In the last guarter of nineteenth century some
sect ions of sducated Assamese middle class agitated for
'sons of the soil! being given preference in government
services, Becapse at that time high offices in the state
wers mostly the monopoly of non-Assamese, The number of
educated Assamess was less in the state for which
non-Assamese (mainly Bengali middle class) were brought

from outsids to man the administration,

The first and foremost task before the edueated

Assamese of the period was to educate more and more
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Assamese youths for qualifying them to occupy high oftices
in government services, Due to the consistent effort of
the middle class, a number of educational institutions
wers set up by the end of nineteenth century, "The

agitat ion centered in the beginning not so much in
capturing a number of posts but in acquiring the means
of getting the requisite qualification for them, The last
quarter of/:gih century, therefore, sau not only an
increase in the number of English schools on private
enterprise, but also an organized move for the premotion
of Collegiate education“.g Assamese middle class agitated
for collegiate education and also for setting up of

Gauhati University,

Government, however, did not respond to these
demands until Manikchandra Barua, @ member of middle
class and a distinguished personality of that period
emphasized the need in his memorandum of 28 March 1899
for establishment of a college at Gauhatl to provide

opportunity for higher education to the Assamese youths,
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The agitation by the Assamess middle class for collegiate
educat ion led to the establishment of Cotton College at
the beginning of the twentieth century, The College was

named after Henry Cotton, the then Chief Commissioner,

The dawn of 20th century witnessed the progress
of English education which produced many English
educated Assamese youths, Female education was neglected
at that time as it was commonly cohsidered to be
pernicious to the society, But the sducated Assamese

"an

realised the need @f educating the females, In
anonymous letter, which is supposed to have been written
by him in Samachar Darpan (25 August 1832, p.203), it
appears that even in that age of extreme conservatism,
Haliram advocated the cause of Women's education".10
Haliram's son, Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, sub~assistant,

Nowgong, was the true representative of this neuw

awakening,.

Christian missionaries tried to set up a few

schools for girls, Anandaram Dhekial Phukan acted as a
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pace setter by educating the female members of his family,
Howsver, the progress of education in Assam throughout
19th century was slow due to various reasons, An important
political factor which hindered the growth of education
wag that the rulers of that period instead of contributing
for the growth and development of education, they had to
remain busy in suppressing the insurrections of the

tribal people.11

Anothsr important factor for the slow progress
of education was the medium of instruction in schools,
In Assam, education was imparted through the medium of
Bengali, which thuarted the spread of education among
the Assamese, for this resason also, sducational system
in Assam could not develop properly throughout
nineteenth century, Those who had good financial
background could afford to go to Calecutta for higher studiss,

They emerged as the educated middle—class group,

This group of educated middle class played

significant role in eradicating the then existing social

- - - -

11« RoDevi, "Education in Assam During Nineteanth
Centiiry",Journal of the Universiby of Gauhati,
VOL JXXVIIT-XXIX NOo1s Arts 1977-78(Gauhati,1981),
pPe250,
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evils, Practice of Polygamy and the wide spread addiction
to opium were prevalent at that time, The plight of
Hindu widows attracted their attention, Some of these
intellectuals supported remarriage of widows, Despite
then existing orthodoxy of Assamese society, Jaduram
Barua himself married a widow, Gunabhiram Barua and
Memchandra Barua, both representatives of Assamese middle
class, were eminent social reformegs, They formed

various societies for disseminating the ideas of social

referms, Benudhar Rajkhowa propagated against polygamy.

It was due to the persistent effort of the
middle ckass that a University was established in Assam
shortly after independence, Sarat Chandra Goswami struggled
for a separate University in Brahmaputra Valley, Gopinath
Bordoloi contributed a lot for the success of this
movement, which gathered momentum before independence
and cWlminated in the establishment of Gauhati
University in 41948, "The movement for a University,e.

in Assam was a part of the freedom movement",12

e LU r- - s

124 AJCoBhuyan & Se.PDe,ed,, Political Histogpy of
Assam Vol,III (Gauhati,19805, Pe230,
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The demand for the setting up oil refineries in
Assam was also articulated by the Assameses middle class,
The o0il refineries in Assam were set up after independence
mainly towards the later part of second plan period i.se,
from 1956=61, The Assam Sahitya Sabha, a literary
organd®at ion, also played a significant role in the
agitations for establishment of oil refineries in Assam,
Suring the popular agitation in 1956 over the demand for
a refinery in Assam, the Sabha played a major role in
mobilising public opim‘.on".13 Peaceful hartal was also
observed throughout Assam as part of the agitation for
the estahlishment of oil refineries, Dus to the effort

of the middle class, the Noonmati Refinery was set up

during the third plan period,

The people of Brahmaputra Valley became
politically more conecious from the fifties of nineteenth
century with the establishment of various associations
and organizations, These associations were formed under
the leadership of educated middle class to make the
people of the Valley politically conscious, Meniram Deuwan

13, UsMishra, "Assam Sahitya Sabha, Retreat from

Populist Polities", Economic and Political Weekly,
ApTil 14, 1984, pe622,
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and Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, both belonging to middle
class, were the most active men of the time, When R.J.Moffat
Mills came to Assam to enquire about the condition of

the people, it was Maniram Dewan and Anandaram Ohekial
Phukan who submitted their memorials to Mills for

improving the condition of the Assamese society as a uwhole,
Anandaram Ohekial Phukan even made some suggestions to
Mills for all round improvement of the Assamese peop.e,

In the article *Inglendar Vibaran', Anandaram highlighted
the backwardness of India as well as Assam by comparing

India with E;ngland.14

Though at the beginning of the British rule, most
of the Assamese people had a collaborative attitude,
gradually most of them became militant and started
playing anti=-British role, In the beginning, Maniram
Dewan collaborated with the British, Politically many
Assamese people had gimilar attitude, Discouragement of
his tea garden enterpriss by the British turned Deuwan
against them, He was executed for participating in the
1857 revolt against British, When Britishers appointed

M BE B P TR Wh B RS B S TE W6 S W SIE BB AN Y SR WYROR P

14, ADJPhukan, 'Inglendar Vibaran™ in MeNeog,ed,.,
Orunodoi 18461854 (Gauhati,1983), pe28.
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the Bengalees from the Sylhet distriet as Mauzadar in
Assam, Maniram Dewan protested against it, However, he
was appreciative of the constructive aspects of the

British rule in Assam,

Anandaram Dhekial Phukan was the representative
ef educated Assamese middle class, He was deeply influenced
by Bengal renaissance, Soms people in Assam also followed
its good aspects, This delighted Anandaram Dhekial Phukan,
He even wrote to Hemchandra Barua (1835-96), a social
reformer of that time about it.1s The process of Bengal
renaissance began around 182324 and continued till the
end of nincteenth century, Despite their hatred for
linguistic domination, the Assamese intelligentsia adopted
Bengali culture, dress and food habits, Haliram Dhekial
Phukan, father of Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, played an
important role in this process, He wrote a number of
articles in Bengali periodicals of that time, The Bengali
periodicals like Samachar Darpan, Samachar Chandrika and
Masik Patrika had wide circulation in Assam, Haliram

Dhekial Phukan also wrote Assam Buranji (or Assam Desher

— & e

15, Padmanath Gohain Barua,ed,, Jibani Sangraha (in
Assamese) (Gauhati, 1969), pe22e
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Itihas) in Bengali in the year 1828,16

Anandaram Dhekial Phukan had a modern outlook
and a progressive ideology. He realized the need for
importation of technical knouw~how from Britgdnand other
industrialised countries for the industrdéek and
economic development of Assam, In the 'observations on
the administration of Provincs of Assam! which Dhekial
Phukan submitted to Mills during the latter's wisit in
1853, "4,,Phukan not only brought home the authorities
the existing evils of the government, but strongly urged
reforming measures like the lowering of the taxes,
increase in number of the mofussil court, and the native
judges 4..the supervision of the religions and charitable
institutions by the Government and the stoppage of the

importation of the Abkari Opium".17

The group of sducated Assamese who emerged by
the end of nineteenth century sought to express themselves

through the use of Mass Media, With the establishment of

164 A,Guha, "Impact of Bengal Renaissance on Assam,

1825-1876", Ilndian Sgcial & Economic History Review
VOl .NU .3’ 1 972.

17« HeKeBarpujari, Assam in the days of Company, opecite,
PP«317=318,
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printing press, around 1840%'%s, journalism developed in
Assam, Assamese journalism took a well defined shape by
the end of 19th century, 'Orunodaya‘', a monthly magazine,
started in 1846, was the pionesr of journalism in the
Assam Valley, Numerous monthly and weskly journals, which
were mostly edited by educated middle~class people of
Assam, appeared by the end of 19th century in order to
disseminate scientific knowledge and for giving information
to the psople on current issues, These journals included
'Assam Bandhut' (1885), !'Jonaki'(1889), Anglo Assamese
Weekly Assam News, 'B8ijulif(1891) and some others, The
editors were Gunabhiram Barua, Chandra Kumar Agarwala,
Hemchandra Barua and Padmanath Gohain Barua respectively,
They all belonged to middle class category of the socisty,
They aimed at communicating latest information to the

people to increase their awareness,

In order to reuse the spirit of nationalism
among the people, somctimes political articles were also
published in these journals, Though the articles
published were usually moderate in naturey yet,

occasionally policies of government, considsred



unfavourable to the masses, were condemned through these
journals, Hence apparently, though these journals were
non~political in character but in reality they aimed at

politicizing the people,

The Assamese middle class participated in the
electoral politics and legislative process of the country
by the beginning of 20th century, The second session of
the Indian National Congress which was held in Calcutta
in 1886 was participated by representatives of various
associations from Assam, -$8hillong Association! was
represented by Kalikanta Barakakati, 'Upper Assam
Association' was represented by Devipharan Barua and
Bopinath Bordoloi, Ghanashyam Barua and Mapkchandra Barua
were some of the most prominent members from among the
Assamese middle class to attend the Congress sessions
during the years 1888-1905, The variogo sessions of ths
Indian National Congress also inspired the Assamese
middle class, On 16th December, 1886, a meeting was
held in Sylhet where it was decided to reconstitute the
Legislative Councils, with not less than two third

members to be electsd by local bodies, The meeting also
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demanded that Indian Civil Sarvice sxamination be held

simultaneously in India and England,

In 1906, Assam was given the right to hawe two
representat ives in the 15 member Provincial Council,
Because only then it becams an integral part of a
Lieutenant Governor's province with a Legislative Council,
Two seats were allotted to Assam and the members were to
be recommanded by local bodies and not slected, Thus
Rssamess community wsnt unrepresented upto 19039, With the
enlargement of Provincial Council under the Indian Cougtzil
of 1909, the membership of the Council was increased 4pto

42, of whom five members represented Assam, Majority of

Provincial Council's membsrs were Eurcpeans,

In the early phase of the British rule, Assam was
administered by a Commissioher under the Government of
Bengal until 1874, Assam was formed into a separate
Chief Commissionership in 1874, Again in 1905, some
Eastern districts of Bengal were amalgamated with Assam
under the name 'Eastern Bengal and Assam', This
partition of Bengal, however, led to a great agitation
because of which East and West Bengal were re-united

after annulment of the partition dn 1912. Assam



Legislative Council was formed in 1912 and elections to
it were held in 1912 and 1916, Assam was reconstituted
again as a separate province under a Chief Commissioner
after 1912, Under the Montague-Chelmsford Reforms of
1919, Assam was raised to the status of a Governor's
province, Montague=Chelmsford Reforms created &xecutive
and Legislative Council in every province, By the
Government of India Act of 1935, provincial autonomy

was introduced in all the Governor's provinces including
Assam, It was put in force in 1937, and continued in

existence till 1947,

Twentisth century heralded a nesw awakening in
Assam, The 'Assam Association (1903)', fThe Assam Chatra
Sanmilan (1916)' and the !'Assam Sahitya Sabha {1917)?,
wers some of the organizations which were formed for
preserving sociow~cultural identity and protecting the
linguist io-cum~demographic ma jority status of the

Assamese,

In Assam in the year 1903, the educated gentry
including Manikchandra Barua, Ghanashyam Barua,

Jagannath Barua and others formed an &ll Assam Political
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Organization called the Assam Association, Since its
inception, the Assam Association, served as a spokesman
of the people of Brahmaeputra Valley for placing their
grisvances before the government, It was the sole political
organization of the valley in early 20th century,
Manikchandra Barua,* who started his business in European
partnership, was the general secretary of Assam
Association, Initially, he collaborated with British out
later he protested against unemployment and various

other prohlems of the Assamese. Initially, political
views of the members of the association were moderate,
But "from 1916 onwards younger men of advanced political
visws began to enrol themselves as members of the

association and give it a new tons and vitality".18

Assam Chatra Sanmilan was anpother similar
organization, Through thess associations and organizations,
the Assamese people participatéd in the various political
activities of the stete in the later part of Colonial

Era,

- wramowr

* Sec appendix,

18, KoNoDutta, Landmarks of the Fresdom Struggle in
Assam (Gauhati, 1969), pe42,
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STRUGGLE FOR INDEPENDENCE

In the pre=Indspendence era, Assamese middle
class played significant role for wresting Independence
from the British for India as well as for Assam, They
participated in the freedom struggle at the all India as
well as at the rsgional level, Various factors were
responsible for developing the spirit of nationalism in
the minds of the Assamese people, General economic
stagnation and various mesasures adopted by the British
government for their own interest and at the expensse of
the Assamess weres some of the important inputs in the

rise of nationalism in the Brahmaputra Valley,

The monopolisation af jobs by Bengalees and the
language controversy served as a catalyst in generating
the spirit of nationalism among the Assamese people,
Assamess nationalism expressed iBeelf in different forms
of which linguistic natjonalism is the earliest, MOf all
nationalisms in North East India, the Assamese
nationalism is the oldest with a chequsred career, it
manifested itself in different forms at different times

since 1837, linguistic, regional, racial and economic,
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The oldest of them was linguistic nationalism".19

Thus the freedam movement in Assam gained
momentum in the beginning of the present century with the
establishment of various new associations, 'The Assam
Assocdation', formed in 1903, demanded sel f-government
for Indiae TeR.Phukam and N.C.8ordolol were the active
politicians of that tims, Presiding over the Goalpara
session of the Association in December 1918, T.R.Phukan
openly criticized the government, As the leading political
organization, the Assam Association sent some members
%o give evidence before Mr,Montague, Secretary of State
for India, during his visit to India in 1917, T.R.Phukan,
Ne.C.Bordoloi, Chandranath Sharma, Gopinath Bordoloi,
Bishnuram Medhi and "many others who later distinguished
themselves as leaders of the freedom struggle under the
Congress recsived their first training in political

leadership under the banner of the Assam Association".20

Representatives of the Assamese middle class

were at the fore front of the nationalist movement in

T PP T NI T YR Y T % e e a——

19, V.V,.Rao, "Assamese Nationalism", Procsedings of the
NE India History Assoclation (Dibrugarh, 1981),
pe262,

20, KN Dutta, opecite, ped3e
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Rssam, The various journals which wers published at that
time succeesdad in making the people politically conscious,
'Assam Bilashini' edited by Krishnakanta Bhattacharya
which appeared in 1914, stood for Swaraj, With the
development of journalism in Assamese and English, in the
beginning of twentieth century, newspapers and periodicals
like the 'Assam Bilashini',*the Assam', ‘the Advocate of
Assam?, 'the Assam Mihir!, *the Times of Assam', ‘the Usha',
and the 'Banti! appeared to rouse the national mind, But
only a few of these journals, actively supported the
Gandhian movement, These were the 'Assam Bilashini!t
(1916~38), 'Asamiya® (1918=48), 'The Advocate of Assam'
(1904=7) was the protagonist of swaraj, social reform and

educat ional upliftmentoz1

Spirit of nationalism gained momentum with the
foundation of Indian National Congress in the year 1885,
the impact ef which was experienced by the psople of
Assam, Under the banner of Congress and leadership of
Gandhi, psople of India as well as Assam fought for
indepsndence, Represenhatives from Assam attended various
Comgress Sessions, These sessions helped in rousing

- -

214 AJCeBhuyan & S.PDe, edey IpeCitey Pp.202-203,
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national conscigusness in the minds of the Assamese people,
Yhey felt the necessity of swaraj and struggled for

India's Independence, N.C.Bordoloi, T.R.Phukan and
Chandranath Sarma were the champions of nationalism in

Assam,

The lesaders of Assam were influenced by Gandhi,
In Assam, N.C.,Bordoloi supported the non~co-operation
movement in 1920, T.R.Phukan, N.C.Bordoloi, Md,Taibullah,
chandranath Sarma and many other leaders of non~co-
operation movement in Assam underwent imprisonment for
part icipating in this movement, Students of Assam
Valley joined the non—cow-operation movement by
abstaining from their classes, Phakan* and Bordoloi
induced the students to work for the country, Labourers
in tea gardens and other industriel esectorsy participated
in the nom=co~operation movement in Assam, Bordoloi and
Phukan invelved themselves in the active politics af
the Brahmeputra Valley in the 30's of the present century,
Both of them were moderate poldticians in the beginning.
8radually, they became militant. Their discontentment

against the British rule became apparent from the

¥ Sge appendix,
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speeches which they delivered before the public, They
blamed the British for ndt allowing Indians to rule by
themselves, In Dacember 1918, T.R.Phukan presided over the
annual confersnce of the Assam Association at Gopalpara,
The trend of radicalisation amongst the Assamese middle
class got manifested in his speech, in which he blamed
the British Government as bad and bureaucratic, At this
session Phukan was appointed the new General Secretary,
"The replacement of G.3.8arua by Phukan as the new
General Secretary and the election of Chandranath Sarma
£1889-1922) as ons of the Assistant Secretaries af this
session indicated the trend of radicalisation within

the Assamese middle class."22

When Gandhi launched his salt Satyagraha in
19304 Assam Congress also launched the civil disobedisnce
movement simultaneously. In Assam, salt regulations
werse violated by making salt in the indigenous way,
Bishnuram Medhi, President of Assam Provincial Congress,
led this movement, The agitation of 1930=32 in Assam
followed the pattern of All India movement which

included boycott of British goods,

22, A,Guha, Planter Raj to Swaraj, spscit.s Pe115.
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On 8th August, 1942, the Congress Working
Committee adopted the 'Quit India' resolution, The next
day, leading figures of the Congress like Mahatma Gandh:
and Jawaharlal Nshru of the Congress wers arrested,
Assamese people participated in the historic struggle
uf 1942, Leading Assamese political figures like
Md Tayebulla, President of Assam Provincial Congress
Committes, Fakhuruddin All Ahmed, Bishnuram Medhi and
some other top ranking leaders took part in the'Quit
India Movement!, The Assamese people under the leadership
of Assamese educated middle class participated in all

phases of the freedom movement,
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THE LANGUAGE CONTROVERSY
IN ASSAM

In this chapter an attempt has been made to
analyse the role played by the middle class in Assam in
the language issue which crdpped up during Colonial Era
and remains essentially unresolved till to-day, The
language controversy in Assam needs to be understood
against its historical, sconomic and socio-cultural

background,

The world 'Assamese! is an anglicised form of
the word 'Asamiya' which is derived from the name of the
State fAsom!, "The word Assamese is an English ons, built
on the same principle as Cingaless, Canarese, etc., It
is based on the English word Assam by which the tract
consisting of the Brahmaputra Valley is known",1 Rssamese

language became standardized by thirteenth century,

People with different language and culture came
at different phases of history end dwelt in Assam, They
contributed to the growth and development of Assamese

language and literature, The principal non-Aryan sources

1+ BeKakati, Assamese? lts Formetiop and Dsvelopment
(Gauhati, 1972), pets
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which contributed words to Assamese were (1) Austrp
Asiatic (Khasi, Kolarian and Malayan,) (2) Tibeto Burkan
(Bodo), (3) Thaia—Ahom.2 When the Ahoms came to Assam
they brought with them their own language and culture,
The Ahoms did not want to creats confusion by introducing
and imposing their language on the people of Assam, They

gradually adopted Assamese language,

The language tangle in Assam is rooted in the
Colonial Era, Conflict involves two major linguistic
groups—~ Assamese and the Bengalee, Several factors account

for the Assamese~Bengales rivalry in Assam,

Bengal was under British rule sdnce 1765, Taking
Bengal as their base, the East India Company extended
its territory upto Assam, In 1874, Assam (including
Cachar, Goalpara and some hill districts) was made a
Chief Commissioner's province under dirsct control of

the Governor General in Council (Map Noe1)e

After few months, Sylhet was also incorporated

into it, Inclusion of Sylhet into Assam caused disorder

P i ot T B TPUE ST S A VS AP A7 S WPV 3

2, Ibid‘, p.25.
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since people of this district are mostly Bengalee speaking,.
This was disliked both by the people of Sylhest as well as
the psople of Assam, because of their linguistic differences,
This, led to Assamese~Bengalee rivalry on linguistic

basis as Sylhetis (People of Sylhet) were not willing to
accept Assamese as their language, Thusy the transfer of
two Bengalse speaking districts to Assam viz.,Sylhet and
Cachar and also incorporation of the district of Goalpara*
in 1874, intensifisd the lamguage controversy, Assamese

is the predominant language of Goalpara district.3 Since
this is a2 border area, an intermixture of both Bengalee

and Assamese culture can be found herae,

Again in 1905, the Governor General and Viceroy
Lord Curzon issued a proclamatiom amalgamating some
eastern districts of Bengal with Assam which came to be
known as 'Eastérn Bengal and Assam®,(Map No,2) 'Partition
of Bengal! was a part of the divide and rule policy of
the British government in order to weaken the combined
effort of the ruled against the ruler, This amalgamation

of some districts of Bengal with Assam was not liked

* The district of Goalpara is a marginal area and
remained a constitdent part of Bengal for nearly two
hundred years from 1639 to 1822,

3. Lensus of India 1561, Vol,II1I, Assam, General
Repart, pe211.
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by the Assamese people in general and Assamese middle~
class in particular, Jagannath Barua, President of Jorhat
Sarvajanik Sabha, felt that due to this amalgamation

Assam would get less attention from the Chief
Commissioner, The Assam Association feared that this

would gradually obliterate the historic name of Assam

and that Assamess language would suffer, The intelligentsia
in Surga Valley also opposed the partition and considered
it as a policy of the British Government to divide the

Bengalse people,

Tha conflict between the Bengalees and the
Assamese over language began around the middle of
ninetesnth century, Initially, the court language was
Persian, When Assam was a part of Bengal, ths court
language of Bengal Presidency was alsoc Persian, In 1831,
Persian was replaced by Bengalee, In April 1836, the
Government of Bengal replaced Persian with Bengali as
the court language of Assam, The services of Bengalses
became indispensable in the schools for imparting education
in Bengali, which became the medium of instruction also,
"The social domimance of Bengali speaking people in

Assam, Orissa, Chotanagpur and parts of Bihar was
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reflected in the dominance of their languages, As these
areas, backward in the new esducation and professional
training, came slowly to produce their own educated,
eager for a share of opportunitiss snapped up by
Bengalis, they attempted to redress the balance by
stressing the claims of their own languages to be
recognised as the languages of administration and the

4
law courtd,

When services of Bengalees bscame indispensabls,
thep many members of the Bengali educated middle class
(bhadralok or the baboo) wers brought by Britishers to
Assam, These sducated Bengalee, whom the Britishers
brought from outside exercised great influence over the
British officers in the matter of administration, Ths
Bengalee buresaucrats carfied on administration through
their own language, They persuaded the Britishers that
Assamese was a dialect of Bengali and, therefore, Bengali
should be the official language, Accordingly, Bengalee
was used as official language and also medium of
instruction in schools, Due to the introduction of

Bengali language, local Assamese people were put to

vrm.. v

4y Anil Seal, Emergence of Indian Nationalism
(Lonan, 1968 ’ P.47.



inconvenisnce in matters of administration and education,
Introduction of Bengali in schools of Assam hampered the

progress of education among the Assomese people,

The attitude of Bengalses agitated the minds of
Assamese people, Some Assamese people struggled hard for
the rehabilitation of their language in concert with the
missionaries, Anandaram Dhekial Phukan along with the
Christian missionaries worked for the development of
Assamese language., "Phukan helped the Missionaries and
the Missionaries propped wpy Phukan in the matter of ths
native language, and both could now exert themselves

together in the causs of the vernacular",5

Since English was not a popular language amongst
the Assamese, the Christian missionaries found some
difficulty in propagating christianity and this compelled
them to learn the language of the local peosple, Besides
religious books, they wrote grammer, digtionaries and
other useful books in Assamese, In 1839, William
Robinson published the grammer of Assamese language, The

missionarise published the journal 'Orunodoi', the first

5 Maheshwar Neog, Anandaram Dhekial Phukans Plsa for
Assam and Assamese (Jorhat,1977), peS.




Assamese monthly, in January 1846 in order to rouse an
intellectual awakening, Phukan started contributing

articles in this journal from 1846,

Dhekial Phukan did not want Bengali to be used
as meddum of instruction im Assam for instructing
Assamese people, He, along with some baptist missionaries,
said that contindation of Bengales medium will hinder the
progress of education in Assam, Dhekial Phukan and the
Baptist missionarigs, however, did not want the complets
abolition of Bengali language, They said,

"By the substitution of the Assamese we
do not mean to suggest that Bengalee should
be altogether abolished from the schools, On
the contrary, we are of opinion that it should
be cultivated as a language indispensable to
complete the course of vernacular sducation,
amd that the standard Bengali works, should
likewise be introduced in the higher classes,
We are only opposed to its exclusive adoption
as the medium of instructing the people in
literature, science and other useful branches
of knowledgs" 6

For more than forty years, Assamese language
remdined suppressed in its homeland, The Calcutta
authaoritiss had an idea that Assamase had no literature
of its oun, This was, refuted by many natives of the stats,

IR U < B e

6« AJJ.Moffat Mills, Report on Assam (Delhi,1854,
Reprint 1980), pX1I,
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i .

Anandaram Dhekial Phukan refuted the theory that Assamese
is a dialect of Bengali and substantiated his argument
by pointing out that in one Assamese passage Mout of 287
words, 112 are in no way connscted with the Bengali; 98
have been derived from Sanskrit, the common Sour@e of
both ths languagesj and only 77 words are either derived
from or have a resemblance to the Bengali“.7 Though the
script of both the languages is same yet there is a
difference between the ﬁwo. In 1855, Dhekial Phukan
published a booklet refuting the theory that Bengali and
Assamese are the same language, Grierson described
"Assamese as the sister and not a daughter of Bengali,
It comes from Bihar through Northern Bengal and not from
Bengal proper ...there is a considerable difference in
the conjugation of the verb in the idiom, the syntax

and even in the vocabulary“.e The vieuw that Assamese was
a dialsct of Bengali, as Gait notes in his Report on

the progress of historical ressarch in Assam, uwas
refuted by the natives of Assam. Phukan joined the

agitation by writing 'few remarks on the Assamese

IS A Vi

7+ UMaheswar Neog, OReCitey Pe131e

8+ BeCJ,Allen, Assam District Gazetteer Vol,.IV,Kamrup
(Allahabad, 1905), pe73.
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language and on vernacular education in Assam,under the
signature of 'A native', He got hundred copies of it pzinted
at the American Baptist lission press at Sibsagar by

R H.Danforth, These were scnt to government of Bengal

and distributed among the leading persons in Assam.g

The tempo of the agitation subsided for some
time dus to the premature death of Phukan, Yet it was
due to his untiring sfforts that subsequently the
restoration of Assamese to its former position became
possible, After the death of Phukan, the struggle for
rehabilitation of Assamese language to its former position,
was carried on by the American missionariss~ the

Bronsons and Danforths,

Besides the Christian missionaries, several
renowned psrsonalities of Bengal also contributed to the
development of Assamese language and literature, They
included Asutosh Mukherjee due to whose efforts
'Assamese’ became a subject of Post=Graduate study in

Calcutta University,

LN ]

S« M.Neog, Opecites PeBe



Consequently, the Lisutenant Governor, Sir
George Campbell, decided on Sth April 1873 that Assamese
should be introduced in the schools and courts of
Brahmaputra Valley, Initially, Assamese was introducsd
in primary schools only, Oue to lack of books im
Assamess language, middle schools were still conducted
in Bengali till 1880%s, Due to the paucity of books
written in Assamese, a provision was made that where books
written in Assamess language were not availahle, teaching

could be done either in Bengali or in English,

Though Assamese was introduced, the Lisutenant
Governor put some limitations on the use of Assamese
languages "(1) For teaching the higher classes of the
schools, when Assamese school books were not available,
Bengali books must be used.-(z) When Assamese technical
terms are not available, and when English words cannot
be conveniently used, Bengali words may be employed,
(3) Where in the upper classes of higher schools
Assamese books did not exist, svery subject can be taught
in Bengali or in English".10 The Commissioner of Assam
was asked to implement this order on Sth April, 1873 in
“he five districts of Brahmaputra Valley, This cooled doun

10e Ipid., pe23.




116

the language conflict to some extent, Now the main problem
of the Assamese people was to enrich Assamese language

and literature by producing literary works particularly
books for school going studentse Due to the numerical
weakness of the Assamese literateuprs and educated psople,
their contribution towards the development of Assamese

language and literature was slow and inadequake,

A few people belonging to Assamese middle class
like Hemchandra Barua, Gunabhiram Barua and Anandaram
Barua* and some others laid the foundation of modern
Assamese language and literature, 'Assamiya Bhasar Unnati
Sadhini Sabha! (Assamese Language Improvement Society)
was formed in 1888 ih Calocutta by some Assamese students,
Its main objective was to promote Assamese language and
culture and it helped in arousing a spirit of patriotism
among the Assamese, Laxminath Bezbarua, Chandrakumar
Agarwala, Padmanath Gohain Barua and some other middle-
class people were its leading members, 'Jonaki! a
monthly journal published in 1889 acted as a mouthpisce

of the Assamsse society,

* See Appendix.
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Through several journals, the educated middle-
class people succeeded in bringing about a renaissance in
Assamese literature by the end of nineteenth century,

They got tha stimulating influence from their countsrparts
in Bengal like Hemchandra Chattopadhyaya, Nabin Sen,
Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyaya, Michasl Madhusudan Dutta
who were in turn influenced by English culture and
literature, The age of renaissance in Assamese literature
is known as ‘'Jonaki age', The missionary zeal of the
Baptists sffected a rejuvenation of the Assamesse language.
They published periodicals, grammer and also compiled
dictionary, In order to continue this, Gunabhiram Barua
and Hemchandra Barua started new journals, which really
ushered in the modern period of Assamesec language and

11

literature,

Activitiss of American Baptist missionaries and
Bengal renaigsance helped in bringing a new awakening
in Assamese literature, Gunabhiram Barua, who along with
aome others laid the foundation of Assamese language and
literature, was considerably influenced by this neuw

awakening,

11+ MeNeog, Laxminath Bezbapua: Ag Introduction

(Jorhat, Assam Sahitya Sabha, 1968), pels




POST=INDEPENDENCE TREND

The language controversy has bescome a major
political issue after indepsndsnce in Assam, When some
Indian states adopted their regional language as stats
language, middle class of Assam also agitated for making
Assamese the official lanquage, Thse damand for declaration
of Assamese as state language came from Assam Sa~hitya
Sabha which was the premier literary organization in the
state, The Sabha contributed much for developing national
consciousness among the psuple, Initially, the Sabha's
funct ions werc non~political in character and the members
of the Sabha also kept the organization free from Congress
politics, But gradually, thc Sabha has shunned its
nom=political character and has became a highly political
organizatione. Ever since the achievement of Independence,
cantroversy started over the doclaration of Assamese as
the state language of Assam, But this controversy gained
momentum since April 1959, when, Assam Sahitya Sabha,
demanded that within 1960 the Assamese language must be

declared as the state language of Assam.12

12, "Report of the Inquiry Commission into the police
firing incident of 4%h July, 1960", by C.P.Sinha,
Chief Justise, Assam High Court (unpublished),
Shillong 1961, pe4e
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When the Assam Sahitya Sabha demanded that,
Assamese should be made the state language, the then
Government headed by Bimala Prasad Chaliha did not act
speedily, The Chief Minister, Sri Chaliha, declared that
domand for making Assamese as the official language of
the state should come from the minority lingaistic
communities of Assam, Chaliha made a statement ®on the
floor of the Assembly on Je3F e b0, that the demand for
Assamese as official language should come from the
minority“.13 In a democracy minority is entitled to
protection and safeguards from the Government .
Answering a question in the Legislative Assembly on 3rxd
March, 1960, Sri Chaliha said that he appreciated the
enthusiasm with which the demand for the declaration of
Assamese as the state language has been made, by the
Rssamese speaking section of the society, But Government
would wait till they get the same demand from the non-
Assamess speaking population for the declaration of
Assamese as state language, Government felt that this
quest ion should be judged more from the point of view
of acceptance than from the point of visw of majority

or minority.

13. KJCoBarua, Critical days of Assam (Gauhati,1972),
p.1120
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People of Cachar district, with a overwhelming
ma jority of Bangalse speaking people, were very happy with
the stand taken by Chaliha, Frog 1959-61 strong movement
was geared up under Assam S5ahitya Sabha's leadership.
The students of Assam did not have any powerful
orgaﬁization at that time, Assam Provincial Congress
Committee (APCC) suggested that, while introducing
Assamese as official language, government should not
impose it on the non-Assamese districts, Accordingly, on
23 June 1960, Chaliha declared that official language
bill would be introduced in the Assam Legislative
Assembly, People of the Brahmaputra Vallsy welcomed it
while the people of Cachar district opposed it, Thus,
amidst opposition, official language bill was introduced
on 10th October, 1960 and passed into Law as the Rssam
Act XXXIII of 1960, Accordingly, Assamese became the
state language, It was, however, declared that English
would continue to be used in secretariat and in all
state government departments till its replacsment by

Hindi.14

14, VoV JRao & N,Hazarika, A Century of Goverpment and

Politics jn NE Indias Agsam 1874=~1980 Vol,.1
(New Delhi, 1983;, P44,



The discontentment of the Bengalee speaking
parts of Assam over the language Act was manifested
through the formation of 'Nikhil Assam Bangabhasa Raksha
Samity! (All Assam Bengali Language Preservation
Committee), They submitted a petition to the President
of India on April 5, 1961 for protection under article

*
347 of the Constitution,

In 1960, Assamese was accepted as official language,
Official Banguage Act of 1960 created misgivings in the
minds of different groups of psople, Assam is composed
of various ethno-linguistic groups. When demand for
giving dus place to the Assamese language was raised,
the legitimate interssts of the various lingdistic
groups which formed a part of the state of Assam at that
time, were not taken into consideration by the
leadership of ths movement, At that time, various hill

people formed a part and parcel of the population of

* Article 347 3 Special provision relating to language
spoken by a section of the population of a state—~ on
a demand being made on that bshalf the President may,
if he 1s satisfied that a substantiak proportion of
the population of a state desire the use of any
language spoken by them to be recognised by that state,
direct that such language shall also be officially
recognized throughout the state or any part thereof
for such purposs as he may specify.



Assam, "According to the 1961 Census, the total population
of Assam is 1,22,09,330, Assamsse speakers constitute
57«14 per cent of the population, The speakers of Bengales,
Hindi, Khasi, Bodo/Boro, Garo, Nepali, Lushad, Mikir,

Oriya and Miri constitute 17.60, 4441, 2,97, 2,82, 2,47,
1677y 1476, 1426, 118 and 1,12 per cent respectively,

of the population".15

Passing of the Assam State Language Act of 1960 caussd
the dismemberment of Assam through the formation of
separate hill states, It was the Assam Sahitya Sabha's
languags policy which led to the smergence of organizations
of the tribals like the Bodo Sahitya Sabha, Earlist,
the Bodos identified thesmselves with the Assamese
mainstream, But gradually they drifted away from it and
formed their own organization, The continued
insensitivity of the Assamese middle class towards the
legitimate aspirations of the Plains tribals of Assam,
led to the formation of Plains Tribal Council of Assam
(PTCA) which is currently voicing the demand for the
creation of a separate state for the Pladns Tribals

of Assam, PTCA raised the demand for a separate tribal

15« Eleventh Report of the Commissioner for Linguistic
Minorities in India - July 1968 to June 1969,
Published by Ministry of Home Affairs, Government
of India,
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state 'UOAYACHAL' to be carpved out ef the present state
of Assam, "Sabhas stand on the Assamese and the emergence
of the emall but influential middle class among the
plains tribal speeded up the process of separation of
sizable sections of these pébple from the Assamese
mainstream".16 The plains tribal movement, led by Plains
Yribal Council of Assam, is of recent origimm.Conflict
arose between Assamess and the Bodos over the language
issus, The Bodos demanded recognition of Bodo language,
Rssamese script had been used as the script for Bodo
language for decades, PTCA fought for replacing Assamese

script by Roman Script, Finally, Devnagri was accepted

as script for Bodo language,

The language issue got resurrected in 1972, In
accordance with the national educational policy, Gauhati
and Dibrugarh Universities also decided to adopt
regional languages, In 1971~72, the Assam Sahitya Sabha
organized and led another mass movement in the
Brahmaputra Valley and demanded that Assamese should be
made the madium of instruction at the College and

University level, The movement even turned violent in

166 UeMishra, 'Asom Sahitya Sabha, Retreat from

Populist Politics!, Economic apnd Political Weeily,

April 14, 1984, p.622,



several places, On 12 June,1972 , a teacher and a student
of Gauhati University, both Assamese wers assaulted
inside the oampus, They prorbested against the University
Courts decision to adopt Assamese -as the medium af

instruction at the Under~Graduate stage.17

Subsequently, both Gauhati anc Dibrugarh
Universities adopted Assamese as the medium of instruction
at the Under-Graduate lsvel, Howsver, safequards were
provided for the linguistic minorities by the Gauhati
Universitys (1) Assamese shall be the medium of
instruction in Colleges under the jurisdiction of Gauhati
University, (2) English shall continue as alternative
medium of instruction ... (3) The students shall have
option to answer either in Assamese or in English in
the University examination".18 This decision of Gauhati
University had justification, An alternative medium of
instruction is necessary in a state like Assam where
according to 1971 Census "2,882,039 persons or 19,71%

of the population of the state speak Bengali as L/MT.

17+ SeKeDass, "Assam's Bengali Unit-I Protection for
Cachart Education®, The Statesman (Calcutta),
May 9, 1983,

18. BJKsBhattacharya, "Language Controversy in Assam”,

The North Eastern Research Bullstin, Vol.iV,1973,
Pel3e



Other important languages spoken by more than 1% of the

total population of the state are Hindi (5.42)..."19

As mentioned sarlier, apprehensions of the
Plains tribal people were aroused with the adoption of
Assamese as the meddum of instruction, They were afraid
of the stand taken by the Assamess to convert Assam into
a unilingual province by neglecting various tribal
languages, among which Bodo language was an important
one, After the creation of hill states by dismemberment
of Assam, the Bodos remained as the only major tribal
group (plains tribal) of Assam, In his Presidential
address to the first convention of the All Assam Tribal
Youth League in 1979, P.K.Mushahary, a Bodo lawyer,
saids ™Now the plains tribes are left to suffer alone
after the dismemberment of hill areas, The first attempt
was made by he resolution of the Gauhati University
Academic Council dated June 12, 1972, It has expressed
their naked aim to convert Assam into a unilingual

gtate neglecting the various tribal languagas“.20

19. Bensus of India, 1971, Series 3, Assam Part I-A,
General Report s P 29,

20, SeK, Dass, gg.cit. ~
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The plains tribal demanded that English be
retained as the medium of instruction and that they should
be given education at the primary level in their ouwn
mother tongue, A deputation of the Mishing Agon Kebang
(Mishing Sahitya Sabha) met the Minister of Education,
Assam, on August 20, 1984 and demanded intsoduction of
the Mishing language 28 a mgdfum of instruction a¥
the primary stage of education, The Minister, accepted the
demands and aqreed to introduce Mishing as a languags
subject in Class 11l and IV from ths next academic

seasion,

The language tangle has become a major issue
in the contemporaxry Assamese socisty, Language is one
of the factors for the conflict betwsesn ths Assamese
and the Bengalees, The century old language conflict
betwsen the Assamese and the Besngalee communities is
still going on, Assamese is the medium of instruction
at the undem-graduate level while English is the medium
of instruction at the poste-graduate level which has

created a state of confusfion in the academic sphere,.

21, Ihe Assam Tribuns (cauhati), August 21, 1984,
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CHANG ING ECONOMY AND ASSAMESE
MIDDLE CLASS

India is an agricultural country, Selfw-sufficient
village economy was the basis of pre-British Indiaysocisty,
"A self sufficisnt village, based on agriculture carried
on with the primitive plough and bullock=power and
handicrafts by means of simple instruments, was a basic
feature of pre-British Indian societ-y“.1 This situation
changed drastically with the advent of the Britishers,
The foreign power brought a chapge in the sconomic scene
of India, They carried on loot and plunder of India's
wealth, in the name of trade and commerce, and sent to
England vast treasures year after year, This plunder was
a powerful driving force which led to the Industrial

Revolution in England,

With the changes in the economic structure in
England, they needed raw materials, manpower, resources,
and market to sell their finished products, They started
extract ing raw materials from India, discouraged Indian
manufgcturer, ruined India‘s cottage industriss and

thereby caused systematic destruction of Indian sconomy.

- i

1e AJRDesai, Social Backqround gf Indian Nationalism
(Bombay,1948 reprint 1981)y pe 7e



They took large part of the produce of the peasantry of
India, which led to the deterioration of their economic
condition, The industrial bourgeoisie became the mast

powerful class in British society, Britishers colonised

Assam because of good prospects of economic exploitation,

Indemstrial capitalism led to the transformation
of medieval period into modern period, First of all,
Europe came under the influehce of capitalism, Subsequently,
capitalism spread to other parts of the world through
Buropean Colonial empires, By the close of nineteenth
century, most of the countriss of the world wers
integrated into the world capitalist economy, Around
1860, certain changes took place in the world economy,
Othsr countrigs also became industrialized because of which
United Kingdom had to face serious competition from other

European countriss,

Some nations, empecially Britain and france,
controlled their colonies sconomically as well as
politically. Those nations, which occupied dominant
position in the world capitalist system became affluent

by exploiting the resources and manpower of the places
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wvhere thay established their colonies, Colonial masters
were responsible for the perrty of the people of the
colonies, This wag also true of India, ™A significant
fact which stands out is that those parts of India which
have been longest under British Rule are the poorsst
to—day".2 The British dominated the affairs of the
countty for over two centtdries (1757-1947), "The British
became dominant in India, and the foremost power in the
World because they wers the heralds of the new big
machine industrial civilization, They represented a new
historic force which was going to chanmge the world, and
were thus, unknown to themselves, the forerunners and
representat ives of change and rsvolutiong and yet they
deliberately tried to prevent changs, except in so far
as this was necsssary to consolidats their position and
help them in exploiting the country and its people to

their oun advantage".3

The Britishers brought a change in the agrarian
sphere of India's economy. During the two centuries of
British impserialist rule, Indian agrarian ecocnomy was

characterised by stagnation and ruin, India was reduced

2, Jawaharlal Nehru, The Discovery of India (New Delhi,
1946), po206,

3o Ihidey pe312,
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to a mere supplisr of raw materials for British industry,
Raw materials were extracted from India for the
manufacture of goods and in return, India was floodsd
with goods manufactured in B8ritain, They wanted India

to remain a consumer of goods manufactured in Britain
and as a supplier of raw materials to British

industrial concerns, Britishers adopted a policy of
retarding the growth of any industry in India, Railways
and other means of communications were introduced

in India only to serve their imperial inerests, Every
measure adopted by them contained germs of destructio=-n,
"eesthe Indian national economy was a subordinate
Calonial adjun-ct of the British Imperialist Economy, By
her economic and political policies, Britain had
obstructed the free and rapid industrialization of India,
She particularly did not permit the development of

heavy industries, the vital pre~requisite for the rapid
industrialization of a country and for the building up

of an independent national emnomy".4

However, along with her destructive activities,

Britain also played a regenerative role in India,

44 A RJDesai, Recent Trends in Indian Nationalism,
(Bombay, 1960), p.28.
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Apart from improving the administration and communicat ion
system, they eradicated some social evils like Suttee and
Child marriage, Britishers intmduced English education

in India which helped the Indian intellectuals to understand
liberal ideas and scisntific achisvements of other

countries,

B8ritishers brought changes in the socio=political,
educational and economic sphere of India, By the beginning
of nineteenth century, it seemed that the Britishsrs had
established a pattern of control and they had brought a
new India into being, The next century witnessed the riss
of an increasingly powerful independence movement which

culminated in the independence of India,

Assam's colonisation by Britain, prevented its
economic development, It is primargly the calonisation
of the state and its domination by a landlord class and
the Marwari merchant bourgeoisis which led to its economic

backwardness,

Even after Indspendence, sconomic condition

of Assam remained the same, During the period of British
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Colonialism agricukture was (and still continues to be)
the mainstay of Assam's sconomy. Majority of people,
directly or indirectly, depend on agriculture, The
Assamese middle class too has got strong rural links as
middle peasants, YAgriculture is the main occupation of
82 per cent of the people living in rural areas, Abagut
%2 per cent of the total population of Assam depend
directly on agriculture for their l1ivelihood, Another
10 to 15 psr cent depend indirectly on agricultural

profession for other source of income® "

Technologically also Assam remained backward
throughout ninsteenth century, There was no industrial
establishments except primitive handicrafts like home
spinning and hand weaving, Growth of trade and commerce

was hampered due to lack of infrastuouctural facilities,

Among the industrial undertakings in Assam,
tea industry is most important, From the commercial
point of view, it is the mast important crop of Assam,

Tea was discovered in Assam by Robert Bruce in the early

5¢ KeCoeTalukdar & PeC.Goswaml, "Food Accounts for Assam
=~ A Critical Appraisal", Assam Economic Journal
Noely Vol,IV(March, 1978), pels
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part of nineteenth century, By 1859, it began to flourish

when Assam Company started massive production of tea,

Many British tea companies were established, towards the

middle of the century, It is the main industry in Assam

producing half of the total Indian tea, It is praétically

the only industry based on agriculture and conpributing

about 17% of Assam's 21% income from factory establishments,

Earlier, nearly 90% of the gardens were British ouned,

Some of these are now passing igto the hands of ths

Marwvaris, Assam tea earns about %3,65 crores in foreign

6

sxchange

and yield of tea in Assam from 1961 to 1977,

The following table indicates the area, production

*
TABLE NO. 1

Year } Number of ! Area ('080 ! Productioh | Average yisld
tea hectares) (million {0 kgs/
restateg kas) hectakesg

1961 744 162 182 1,123

1964 747 166 196 1,117

1967 752 174 191 1,096

1968 758 177 203 1,146

1969 758 179 205 1,141

1970 751 180 212 1,178

197 750 182 224 1,227

1972 751 184 239 1,298

1973 751 185 252 1,360

1974 754 187 265 1,416

1975 756 189 263 1,396

1976 - 189 276 1,459

1977 - - 291 -

6o KeCoBarua,Critical Days of Assam(Gauhati,1972),p+157.

“:

,,,_ﬁ.,y__e_Jn

Eastern Council, 1980), p«85.

Bagic Statistics of NE Region, Shillongs North
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Growth of tea industries in Assam and export of

tea to other parts of the country resulted in the extension

of railways, Wibh the growth of tea industries, planters
needed better system of communications. This led to the
construct ion of railway line in 1881, The tea industry,
owned by the British, registered tremendous grouwth,
"WYith the demand from the tea factories and the railways
rising, the out put of coal increased from less than 50
tons in 1872 to more tan 277,000 tons by 1905~06, The oil
fields developed by British capital in the 1890°'s
increased their annual production of crude oil from 882
thousand gallons in 1900=01 to 2733 thousand gallons

in 1905-~06",7

Britishers not only owned tea gardens but they
also had a monopoly over distributio=n, processing and
maprket ing of tea, During Colonial Rule, the Assamese tea
planters like Manikchandra Barua, Jagannath Barua,* had
no factories for processing the tea lcaves, The Assamese
planters sent their tsa lsaves to the neighbouring
European gardens for processing, Therefore, sven the

wealthy Assamese tea planters had to depend on Britishers,

7+ AJGuha, Planter Raj to Swaraj (New Delhi,1977),p+35,
*  See appendix,




Ths local Assamess enterprensurs were lagging behind all
the time, Since plantation was in the hands of British
and trade in the hands of Marwaris, practically the whole
sconomy was in the hands of non-Assamesse, Therefors, the
Jatiyatabadi Dal, a regional political party of Assam,
which came to the political scene after independence,
demandad that economy of Assam should be in the hands of

Assamese and it should not be cohtrollsd by outsiders,

Jute industry is another important industry of
Assam, Immigration of peasants from Bangladesh to Assam
is directly linked up with the establishment of jute
industry in Assam, With the growth and expansion of jute
cultivation in Assam, expert jute cultivataors from
East Bengal started coming in, These peasants taught
techniques of cultivation to the people of Assam,
Gradually, jute production alsc increased in the
Brahmaputra Valley, The acreage under jute in the
Brahmaputra Vallsy increased from less than 30 thousand
acres in 1905~06 to more than 106 thousand acres in

1915-20,8

B8 AQGUha' Igid’ P.102.
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Assam is also rich in mineral resources like
0il and coal, Assam was the main oil producing state in
India befope the discovery of oil in Gujrat, Earlier,
Assam alons produced 2% lakh tons a year while the total
production of India was about 95 lakh tons, Now Assam
produces 58% of the total oil of the country, Rest is

produced by Gujrat,

Around 1868, a considerable amoant of o0il was
extracted but there was no provision in Assam for
refining the ®aw products. In 1899, the Assam Oil
Company was formed and a 2finery was established at
Digboi, The 0il Company was formed with a capital of
£ 310,000, In 1903, this company gave employment to 10

Europeans and 569 nati.ves.g

After the discovery of oil in Gujrat, both
Rssam and Gujrat contributed almost equally to Indials
total output, Production of Petroleum of Assam increased
from 4419 million tonnes in 1975 to 4,30 million tonnes
in 1976, "The production of Pstrolsum rose by 2,5 percent

9. Prouincial Gazettesr gf Assam (1906, reprint 1983),
Posgo




from 4,19 million tonnes in 1975 to 4,30 million tonnes
in 1976, Gujrat and Assam contributed almost squally to
the total output, For the country as a whole, the
product ion of natural gas (utilised) during the yeay
1976 (848 million cubic meters) was highef by 37 per cent
than that in the previous year, Except for the years

1971 and 1975, Assam's production was higher than that

of Gujrat'.10

The state of Assam has rich forest resources,
Forests of Assam contain various kinds of timber, bamboo
ste,, which are required for the induetries like matoh,
pager and plywood factory, Ite mineral resources
incluwie coal, oil, gos and limestons, Lamd of Assam is
fertile and suitable for the cuitivation of tea, juke,
rice and cottom, Though these resources are available
in abwiancs, yet the sconomic condition of Asszm has not
Isproved much evon 2fter Independence, Wissam prusents
a payedox of imdustriol backwardmess In tie midst of
abounding rescurces, This state has subetant 1zl proved
potent izl for industriadiization based on mimerals,
sgricitee and forests®.)?
13.Binactwts @rm &%M&u,
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Priog to independenes, little attention was
given to the devalopmenﬁ of industry inthe state, Assam
cont inues to be industrially backward till to=-day,
"Inspite of its varied natiural endowments, Assam still
continues to be industrially backward for a \larieﬁy of
Yeasons, the chief ones being its gsographieal tsolation
from the rest of the country, poor and undspendable i
communicat ions, lack of adequatse 1nf‘raatﬁcture, lack
of . entrepreneurial, technical and managerial
talents, poor capital formatfon and poor purehasing

pouwer in the hands of the people".12

In other states of post-indspendent India,
protess of industkial dsvelopment started along with the
initiation of ths mational plamning in the year 19%1,
But process of industrial development started in
Agsan in the beginmning of sixtiss 1.8., during the
later part of the second plan pericd, During the third
plan period (1961-65), mors industries in the public
settor dtarted vowming . These 4included gas
distribution project (The Assam Gas Company), mixed
fertilizer flant, cotton spinning mill, swgar mill,

12, Assam Legislat fve Assembly Osba-tes, Official
Report of Budgst Session, Address of Governor of
Agsal, t.P Sihgh, Vol,1,801 (Mereh 1978),
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Namrup Fertilizer Plant, Noonmati Refinery and some other
such type of industries, During the fourt:h plan psriod
(1966~T71) steps were taken for rapid industyrialization
and speedy economic development of Assam, "The fourth
plan of Assam reiterates the need for rapid
industrialization of the state in order to break auway

. from the present economic stagnation, During the fourth
plan period the pace of industrialization is expected to
be accelerated with the introduetion of a number of
resource based industries mostly in public sectore.. 1
With the laying doun of the foundation stone of 0%l

Re finery~cum-Pet ro~Chamical €omplex at Bongaigaon in
January 1972, the number of refineries in Assam has risen

to thres,

Inspite of a rich resource bass, sspecially,
cosl, oil, jite, taa amd forests, Assam still lags
behind soonomically, compared to ogher advanced regions
of India, The profit extracted from thess industries
is takan of the state and not reinvestad therein, It
fails to contrdbute to the economic development of

Assame further, most of the raw materials of Assam like

13+ Department of Economive & Statistics, Government
of Assam, Economic Supvey, Assam (Gauhati,1972),p.57,
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oill, timber and tea are taken out of Assam to feed

industriss in other states llke Bihar and West Bengal,

The finished producte of Gauhati and Digboi
refineries are taken to Siliguri through product pipe
line, Even Kerosene 011 is released from Siliguri, Ths
sales depot for the petrolsum products of Assam ls
located in Siliguri in West Bengal, Therefore, the sales
tax, amounting to around ::,60 crorss per annum goes to
tpe Governmant of West Bangal.14 Ths registered offices
and head offica of tea board are located in Caleutta,
The sales tax, thereqly §oas to the Government of Weet

Bengal, Tea is produced in Assam but the sales tax

thereof is derived by the Government of West Bengal,

Conter also takes away major shars of income
of Assam, Royalty for oil which Assam receives is quite
meagre, "Present real value of Assam cil at world price
5470, 000,000,008 ., Assat teceives lcB4/- o tonme
(royalty .9,42 + salas tax Res12) and the Govemment of

India receives 15,994 ,03 a tonne“.15

1&. N.Pat‘b‘:, "'fl’la Neglected Nﬂr'hh-Ea'Bt", Tha Aﬁm
Tribune (Gauhati) April 27,1980, p.5.
o]

154 AJKoDag, Assam's _&g%gy_s A Socio E mic
Political Analysis (New Doihi,1982),p.228,
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The out flow of revenue from the state is a
major cause for the stagnant economy of Assam, Assam
produces raw materials but the revenus aceruing from
thees doss Hot go to Assam, In f.ct, the percentage of
revenue safned by Government of Assam from its resources
is anly 6% Majof part of the income from Assam’e
resources goes to the neighbouring stateas, The totel
revenus created by oil; tea and plywood of Agsam is
"approximately 3484725 millions From this the Government
of India gets 5,63908 million; which is 79 per esht)
West Bengal fs,720 million (8%)s Bihar Rs¢600 millien

WL
(78)s and Assam, only fs,498 millich (5%).16

Various factors are responsible for the economic
batkwardness of Assam, During Colonial E@g little attention
was given to the development of the state, Investments
wexe donfined ta tes industry only and other sectors
were totally neglected, Even the prdfite derived from
tea industry wers repatriated to Britain, instead of
spending it for the developmert of Assam, Prior to

independenoe, Assam was neglected in regaxd to Central

16, 12&’.’ p‘.239.
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investments on industrial projects, Besides this, due to
lack of infrastructural facilitiss, private capital

was also not attracted, Ih Assam, business communities
were also not attracted or reluctant to invest money

due to poor communication system, as compared to other
parts of India, In the initial phase of poste~independencs
period also central government was neglectful and
indifferent to the need for industrializing the state,
Only during the third plan period (1961=6G), many
industries in public sector came up, It is the RAssamese
middle class which voiced the demand and led the

struggle for development of Assam,



CHAPTER - VII
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IMMIGRATION ¢ ITS IMPACT ON SOCICECONOMIC
SPHERE OF ASSAMESE SOCIETY

Assam has been bearing the brunt of the problem
of immigration over many decades which in turn has
spauned several cther problems. Influx of illegal
immigrants into Assam has been continuing since Colonial
Era, During the British rule, pesople from erstwhile
East Bengal (now Bangladesh) entered Assam illegally
and settled in those arsas where sarly migrants had
already settled, This large scale immigretion brought
a change in the demographic structure of the then
exist ing Assamese society, "The population of Assam has
included a large number of migrants at any point of
time ever since 1872 and not merely from the beginning
of the present century as is evident from available
census records".1 This large scale immigration has

changed the socio-cultural structurc of Assam,

Besides Assamese, the Vallsy of Brahmaputra
*
(Map No43) is inhabited by tribal inhabitants and

a large number of immigrants from Bengal, Bihgr and

1. GCensus of India, 1971, Assam, General Report,
Series 3, Part 1A, peJ.

¥  Map No43, shows the Valley of Brahmaputra,
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Orissa, Most of the Assamese speaking Hindu people
reside in the Brahmeputra Valley. The tribale reside
ih hill areas and gpeak diverse languages, There were
other migrant communities like tribal lahourers from
Bihar and Orlssa, Bengali Muelims from Mymensingh
district of East Bengal and edueated Bengall middls
class from Bengal, Ths educated Bengalse middles slass
wers brought ip by the British to facilitate thsir

administrative work,

The immigrants can broadly be elassifisd into
two groups, M...those who come from the neighbouring
districts of Bengal to taks up land for cultivation in
Sylhet, the Garo Hills and Goalpara (who belong to the
category of intsr, rather than of ultra migrants) and
those who leave theixr more distant homes for purposes
of trade or to meet the demands for lcbour on tea
gardens and al.uvman".z Toa gardong attmcted tooliss
from such places as 3ihar, Qrissa, Bi.galpur, Traders,
garden cooliss, clerks and other educated men came to

Aseam in search of smployment., People coming from

20 Ce!gus of Il‘:ﬂ_ié’ 18%. Aasam' Vol.I-RBporb p.192.

’
L
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Dhaka, Rajshahi, Chittagong and the Presidenoy are

" mainly cultivators, olerks and traders.3

Generally, most of the traders come from

Rajasthan and they have a monopoly of the trade in the
Brahmaputra Valley, They are the Marwaris (popularly
known in Assam Keyas)e Their numbers had risen from
12,000 $n 1911 to 16,000 in 1921 and to 22,000 in 1931 A
People from the Punjab eome as tohtractors and skilled
mechanics, But immigration from other parts of India
to Assam was negligible compared to immigration from

srstuhlle East Bengal,

Immigrat ion te Assam has been continuing
unabated since Colonial Era, Before Independence, some
sectiong of the Assamese pesophe protested against such
large seale immigration, Realising the seriousness of
the problem some Asgsameea peopls under the leadership
of Ambikagiri Roy Choudhury raised their volece against
it, by the beginning of the present century. Assamese

people ventilated their grievances through 'Assamiya

3, Cengus of Iﬁdia, 1901, Assam, Vol,lV, Part I,
Repart, p«33,

4, Census of Indiag, 1931, Assam, Vol,.,ill,Paxt I,
Report, p.4Se



Samrakshini Sabha‘ (ARssamese Preservation Association)
which was formed in 1926, "The Assamess press and

plat form were equally vociferous on tiic lssue. The
Asamlya Samrakshini Sabha under the leadership of
Ambikagiri Roy Choudhury mounted a propaganda eampalgh
that Assam's identity WMas threatened owing to large
scale infiltration of Mymensinghias from East Bengal to
I-‘.ssam“.5 This Sabha held meetings at different plates
of Assam for preservation of socio-eultural identity of
Assamese people, Assamese middle~class leaders like
Ambikagiri Roy Choudhury and Nilmoni Phukan played
significant role on the immigyation issue, On November
28, 1937, both Ambikagiri Roy Choudhury and Nilmoni
Phukan, submitted = memorandige to Nehru in Rangia on
behalf of 'Agamiya Samrakshini Sabha', Another
memorandum was submitted on behalf of 'Asamiya Deka Dal',
Through thase organizatione, they demanded separation
of Sylhet and Cashar from Assam and complete ban on
Bengales 5.:1'111i.t;u:awl:s.6 Roychoudhury tried to highlight
the differontes between indigenous people and immigrant
of.

5' A.c‘Bhuyan and s.poaa’ ﬂd. p
Aggan Vol 1 (Sauhati 1978), ppe29i-92.

6+ AJKDas, WA?&V‘ &m&a’m&uﬁm
Political Analvgis (New Delhi,1982), p.27.



on linguistie basis through, the plaffurm of YAssam
Jatiya Mahasabha'! and its mouthpiete Dgka Asam*. The

'3atiya Mahaeabha'! demanded deportation of immigrants,

THE LINE SYSTEM

The large secale immigration led to a eonflict
between the Assamese and the Bengalee immigrants bseauss
of difference in linguistie and cultural background, The
authorit jes therefore, had to introduce *line eystem'
in 1916 to confine the immigrants in a clearly defined

71{: wag

areas segregating them from the Assarese.
implementad in 1920 in Nowgong and Baypeta Sub-Division
in order to restrict the indiscriminate ssttlements by
immigrante in the Assamese inhabited areas, Immigrawts
included any one who same from outside the province for
taking up land for cultivation, Inhabitants of Sylhet
and Cachar migrating into the Assam Valley wers not

considered as imigrants,a

People of Spihet wers not
included 4in the 'immigrant' eategory since it was a part

of Assam at that time, Many Sylhetis entersd and

7. Government of Assam, Wﬁxs&m
Enauizy Committeg (Shillong,1936), p.3.

8, The Assam Gazettos extraordinary, No,33, extract fmom
the procecdings of the Government of Aesam in the
Revenue depa-rtment ,No,5216-R,dated the 4th Nov,,1938,




settled in Assam during that period, Line System was
introduckd for restricting the settlements of East
Bengal psasants so that identity of Assamese psople

remain undisturbed,

The fLine System! created friction bstween the
Assamese Hindus and Assamgse Muslims, The Assamese
Hindus were 1in favour of 'Line System! while Assamess
Muslims demanded its abolition, Leading figures among
the Assamese Muslims like Khan Bahadur Nuruddin Ahmed
and Maulana Munawar Ali wanted the abolition of this
system, Muslims of ARssam in genera~l welcomed immigrants
with the hope that in course of time this will help in
strengthening ths base of Muslim communal politics in

Assam .g

The genuinenesss of the 'line system' regarding
the legitimate settlement of the immigrants became
ungovernable because the authorities failed to ensure
its strict obssrvance, Finally, intem—cultural

conflict arose betwsen immigrants and the indigenous

Ge A CeBhuyan & S.P.0s, ed,, Political Higtory of
Assam VolelI, opeCites Pe313,
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people. Conflist arose over petty issues such as, musie
before mosque, cutting down the branches of pepal tres,
held sacred by ths Hindus, whieh obstructed the long
pole carried in the Muslim Tajiya procession, killing

of cows in publiec plaess during Idd and sueh other minor

issues.10

The line system failed to achieve its
objective, It created a gulf between Hindue and Muslime
and Wtimately created sehism between membexrs of the
Muslim Leagus and Assam Congress leaders, The problem of
immigration which was hitherto considered as sosio=

goconomic tumed into a communal problem,

In 1937 government appointed Line System
Enquiry Committee under the Chairmanship of Hogkehhall
to examine the issus thoroughly. "e..the Assamese fear
of baing tumed intc a minority even on their own
home ground, the Brahmaputra Valley, and of getting
culturally submerged attained a certain legitimacy
both in British official and Congress quarters, As

early as in November 1937, Gopinath Bordoloi (1890-49508)

10, ReCoMajumdar, History of the Froedom Movement
in India Vol.3 (Caleutta, 1963), p.274,
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had written to Rajendra Prasad that, if immigration went
unchecked, the linguistic problem would become fa source
of congtant friction resulting in violence, incendiarism

n11 This problem of immigration

and crimes of all kinds...
has resulted in the upsurge of lingustic chauvinism in

the province,

In & 1etter to Bishnurem Medhi (an Assamese
Congress leader and latsr Chief Mihister of Assam) in
December 1, 1937, Jawaharlal Nehru, admitted the
seriousness of the problem of Assam, He conceded that the
demands of the Assamese middle class wers legitimate,
WUhile admitting the legitimacy of the demand, Nehru,
howsver, felt that, in a gparssly populated and land
rich state like Assam, immigration was bound to take
place as an economic necessity. To him, the real problem
was how to control and organize this inunigration.12
However, the arbument of Nehru was not liked by the

Congress leadars of Assam, Nehru unequivocally deglared

that effective steps must be taken against foreign

114 R.Guha, "™Nationalisms Pan=Indian and Regional in

a Historical Psrspective", S S tisgt
No.129, Febriary 1984, p.56,

124 AoKe Das, opaoites Pe27.



infiltration, But no stepe have been taken till to-d-’-
and immigretion from erstwhile East Pakistan to Assa~m
did not stop owing to the weakness of uovernment and

vested intersst of soje politicians,

Along with the Britishers, the Assamese middle
class and their repreesntatives in the Assembly and loeal
politieians wers in favour of influx of outeiders into
Assam, Politigal leaders who depend mainly on the votes
of immigrants, have been enheouraging immigration from
East Pakistan (how Bafigladesh) for their political gain,
"The Muslim League Minietry in Assem, under Syed Sir
Mohammud Saadulla, helped immigration of Bengal Muslims
in a planned manner to comwest Assam into a Muslim majoritv
provinecs to be subsequently ineluded in Pakiatan".13‘The
Muslism League Ministry in the 40%'s was mainly
respohsible for beinging large numbsr of Muslims to
Agsam, Under the 'grow more food' campsign launshed by
the Saadulla Ministry, lakhs of Musliice aigr-tad to
Agsamy Lord Uapel, the Britieh Viceroy valled it

‘grow more muslime®, He wrote in his journal i&n 1946

13, Memorandum submitted to N.S.Reddy (President of
India) by Assam Sahitya Sebha, 4th November,1979.



that Saadulla's grow more food campaign invites psasants
from East Bengal which would finally generate social

. . 14
tension in Assam,

The flow of Muslims from East Bengal reduced
to some aextent with the installation of Congress Party
Government in 1946, Immigration of Muslimas ",,,came to a
halt only in 19464, when the Congress Party Government
began to enforte revenue laws and evict unauthorized
trespassers, With partition in 1947, the flow of Muslims
from East Bengal subsided, while the flow of Hindu

refugees from East Bengal increased".15

Various factors account for this large scale
emigration from Eastern Bengal into Assam, The fertils
land in the char areas (Sandbar) of Brahmaputra Valley
was the main attraction of these immigrants, Large number
of people migrated into the char lands of Goalpara
from Eastern Bengal districts specially Myrensingh,

The Census Report of 1911 for the first time ment ioned

the extraordinery influx of outsiders from sasterm

14, RA.K, Das, ppgcite, pe28,

15+ Myron Weiner, Seng of the Sgils Miqration and
Ethnic Conflict in India (Delhi,1578), ps,




Bengal into the char areas of Brahmaputra Vallsey,

The Census reports prior to 1831 disclosed
decrease of population in the Brahmaputra Valley due to
the high mortality rate from Kalazar, a disease which
broke out around 1888, The decrease of population in 1891
was mainly due to deaths caused by Kelazar, Ouring the
intercensal period, prior to 1901, especially in 1892,
1896 and 1897 the mortality rate from fever and Kalazar
cont inved to be high, All these ailments resulted in the
serious deereass of population in the valley from 1881~

1901, which is revealed in the following table=—

TABLE NOL2
Year I Populat ioh Percentage T
variation —,
1881 ~ 644,560 + 14,8
189t -~ 634,249 - 1.8
1901 - 589,187 - T4

Abnormal rate #f growth of pepulation &n

Assam was mainly due to immigration, not only from the

* Assam District Gazettgerg, Vol.iV (kamrup, 1905),
pp.ﬁHg.




beginning of twentieth century but since the 70's of the
nineteenth century, The population of Rssam has included
largs number of migrants which is revealsd in decennial

cansuses,

Throughout eighteenth and even by the close of
nineteenth century the economic condition of East Bengal
remained fajir, But by the beginning of the present century,
the prices of foodgrains increased in such a way that it
became unbearable for the landless peasants of Bengal.

The gradually deteriorating economic dondition of East
Bengal compelled the landless and poor peasants of Bengal

tu emigrate from there,

Improvement in railway system helped in large
scale immigration, Before the introduction of railuway
system, Assam Valley and Bengal was connected with
navigadble river transport system through the Brahmaputra,
Assam Valley was connected by railway with West Bengal
through East Bengal in 1902, After two years, Assam
Valley was connected with East Bengal through Surma Valley

in 1904,



e
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Immigration was officially encouraged by the
British, They opened the doors of Assam to the immigrants
to suit their colonial interest, They brought cheap as
well as skilled labourers to Assam to work in the newly
established tea plantations, With the development of tea
plantations after 1855, the problem of labour supply
encouraged immigration since local Assamese people were
unwilling to work, Therefore, Government had to bring
labourers from other parts of India, Besides tea garden
labour, other people also started coming to Assam, Traders
and bankers from other Indian provinces poured into
Assam which led to @ rapid growth of population of the
Brahmaputra Valley from an estimated one million in

1826 to about two millions by 1872.16

Some districts of East Bengal like Pabna,
Mymensingh and Rangpur (specially Mymensingh) were
overcrowded because of which large number of landless
peasants from these districts migrated to the
Brahmaputra Valley in search of land, Besides, the

British also brought in lakhs of Bengali peasants

16, A,Guha, Plapter Raj to Swaraj (New Delhi,1977),
P19,
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{mostly Muslimé) to settle down in the unculbivated lands
on the two sides of the river Brahmaputra, which culminated
in the present day serious demographic problem, The

Muslim peasants settled in the rural arsas of Assam,

"In 1911, Muslims constituted 0,1 percent of the
population of the Barpsta sub—divisionjg but by 1941, they
const ituted nearly 49 per ecent, The number of East

Bengal settlers increased from 300,000 in 1921, to over

half of a million in 1931".17

Census superintendent, C,.5.Mullan, remarked
in 193 ",,.uheresoever the Carcass, thers will the
vultures bg gathersd together, Where there is wasteland
thither flock the lMymensinghiae, In fact the way in
which they have seized upon the vacant areas in the
Asgsam Valley seams almost uncanny".18 Rate of increase
of population of Assam since 1901 tJ present day has
aluays been higher than that of the country aes a whels,
The following table shows the trend of population

grotth, in India and Assam from 190=80,

174 A-.K.Daﬂ, OE.G;&., p.%.

18, Census of India, 1931, Assam Vol,I1l, Part I,
Repﬂr‘b ] p‘51 e
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¥*
TABLE NO,3
I N D I A A8 8 A M

Year § Number § VariationfVariation § Number § Variatiorf Variation
(1akhe X (lakhs) §(Percent)§ (Lakhs) (Lakha) & (Percent

g AU SO SR SR - D - T AN
1901 2383 - o 32,80 - -
(1.,38) i
1911 2520 137 5,73 38,49 A
(1.52) 559 16,499 §
1921 2512 -8 ~ 0430 46,37 .
(1485) 7,88 20447 B
1931 2789 277 11,00 55,61 . ®
(1.99) 9424 19,92 §
1941 3185 396 14423 '66¥94 3
(2410) 11433 20,37 g
1951 3610 425 13.3 80,29 13,38 19,94 &
(2422) .
1961 4391 781 21.64 108,37 28,08 34,97
(2.47)
1971 5479 1088 24,80 146,25 37,88 34,95
(2.67)
1981 6609 1430 20,60 191,00 44,75 30,60
(2.89)
Columm = (g}

ExXoess over India
ASSAM celd s omlt

1911 - 11 426
1921 - 20,77
193 - 8,92
1941 - 6,14
1961 - 1333
19M - 10415
1901 - 10,00

Notes Figures in the parentheses in column § are percentages to
India's population, Figures for 1981 are projected on the
baeis of 1979 data,

* Sourcet S. Ee,“lmigrationmd Demographic Transformation
of Assam,1891'4981",ﬁ a8 tica wee »
Nay 10, 1980’ p.851.
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AB mentioned earlier, initially immigration was
considered as an economic necessity in a state like
Assam where fertile lands were availabls ae against the
shorbage of labour, Landed gentry of Assamese society
encouraged immigration of theap labour for working in
their paddy fields, They sought the services of these
hardy peasants, The zamindars of Goalpara district
employed the Muslim peasants from East Bengal in their
paddy fields, Instead gf employing the Muslims, the orthodox
Assamese Hindu middle class eneouraged immigration of
Nepalese and employed them for their household and
agricultural works, Those Nepaleese who entered at that

time permanently settled in Assam,

Thie large scale influx has cont inued unabated,
This has given rise to several problems and those who
were initially in favour of it have turned against it,
There has bsen tremendous increase in the rate of grewth
of population in Assam in the post—-indspandenee era
which was manifested in the 1971 Cersus, %...taking the
whole population of 3,29 million of Assam im 1901 as

Tindigenous®' and applying the all-India rate of increase



of 129,67 from 1901 to 19M, its population in 197
should have been 7,56 million instead of 14,63 million".19
The surplus population 1,84, 14,63=7.56 = 7,07 millions

are Immigrants,

However, Census figuree are also not reliable
and accurate, Pakyntein, the Census superintendent
remarked in 1961, that most of the people especially
those ceming from East Pakistan (Muelims) conceal their
birth place and language and show 'Assam’ as their birth
pbage and YAssamese! as their language, This created a
lot of confusion for arriving at a reliable conclusion,
In 1951, the people who showed their birth place ae
Pakistan during enumeration numbersd 831872, But in
1961 the number of such immigrants ceme down to 774869,
From this it appears that real migration is deflated
by giving incorrect statements during enumeration by
the immigrants, Because of this it becomes difficukt

to rely svlely on Cansus dats,

19. Sonsus o€ India, 1971, General Report, Seriee 3,
Resam Fa rt 1A, p.10, '
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East Pakistan (no Bangladesh) continues to be
an over populated country, Inspite of high birth rate,
a slow rate of growth of population ic found thers, It is
beeause most of them migrate to Indian border states of
Assam, West Bengal and Tripura, The very young BT Very
old capnet afford to migrate, Pakistan Census figures
have shown that peeople belonging to the age greup of
15~59 have migrated to Indian border states of Assam,
Tripura and West Bengal in search of job spportunities,

The table bslow gives the relsvant figures =

»*

TABLE NO.4
increasing durlng 1951 - 61

District ~ Peroentage Age Groups 60 +
BOKARGAND 30,0 5,9 23,5
BOGRA 39,2 10,0 41 .6
CHITTAGONG 40,8 19,0 48.5
CHITTAGONG HILL
TRACTS 33,0 29,8 200,7
COMILLA 20,1 746 7943
DACCA 39,0 13,4 35.1
DINAJPUR 37.7 16,9 40,3
FARIDPUR 28.5 744 24,1
JESSORE 4641 1545 26,6
KHULNA 26,5 1148 16,0
MYMENS INGH 35,0 8,7 50,4
NOAKHAL I 1241 (=) 5.5 7048
PABNA 42,8 7o 35,3
RAJISHAHI 40,2 16,7 38,1
RANGPUR 44,0 16.7 5042
SYLHEY 19.7 5.9 70.4
* Influwe, Infiltretion from East Pakistap, published

by the Directorate of Advertising and Visual
Bublicity, Ministgy of Information & Broadcasting,
Government of india, Auguet 1963, pe4.



From the above table it appears that in the
district of Noakhali of East Pakistan there was a
decrease in the population ty 5.5%. District of Sylhet,
from where largest number o people have entered Assam,
has shown an increase of orly 5.9% between the age
group of 15-55,most of when generally migrate to India,
Such a slow growth rate i1 a over-populated district
is quite impossible, "Th/s is a démographical absurdity
but a statistical fact",C These immigrants got their
names enlisted in the votars list of soms bordering states
of India, Many polifticiars in Assam were willing to
enlist their names in voters list to build up their
own vote banks, The politicuans as well as the political
parties encouraged immigratjon to inflate the number
of their supporters durin¢ slection time, Many Pakistani
nationals who left Tripure tn their own stated on
return to Pakistan that the” had voted for the candidates
of a particular polityfcal pgrty of India, These
foreigners were rather assisted in enlisidng their

names in the wters list,

-re

20, 1b

2

|
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The problem of immigration which crepped up
in the nineteenth century has not yet been solved, even
after thirty Oiﬁh& years of India's Independence, At
the time of partifiion in 1947, Assam was proposed to
be united with East Bengal to form a Muslim majority
state, Howewer, this was not achieved dy§ to the unfiiring
effort of Gopinath Bordoloi along with some—other leaders
belonging to Assamese middle tlass, The Cabinet
Mission's proposal to greup Assam with Bengal for
ecreating a Muslim region was vehemently opposed by the
people of Assam led by the middlswclass }eadership, All
sections of people except the Muslim League protested

against the plan,

The continuous stream of immigrants have posed
a threat to the socio=cultural identity of the Assamese
pecples The issue is rocted im the Colonial Eee but it
wag Traised Bn the form of a movement only in 1979
which is, obviously too late to reverse a trend that
has continued for more than a century. The
internat ional boundary betuwasn Aseam and Bangladesh
is still iiIQUarded. There is no line of demarcation

betwedn Assam and Bamgladesh except some pillars to
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identify the border. The district of Karimganj (in Assam)
and the district of Jakiganj (in Bangladesh, just the
opposite of Karimganj) is divided by tne river Kushlara,
Whoever gets the chanee esasily erosses the river and
goes to Bangladesh or tome to India, On 21 September
1984, when'bandh' was observed in Bangladesh for
withdraval of Martial law, the psople of Karimganj also
observed 'bandh', The unguarded boundary has rather
complicated the situation, People of Jalgigan) and

Karimganj are living like the people of one distriet,

The immigyante have failed €o assimilate with
the local Assamese which in turn, has created several
pypoblems &n Assamese society, The immigrants have
agcepted the lengusge, dress, etc,, of the host country,
But ethnic distinctiveness remains, Seme Bengall
{mmigrents spesk Assamese fluently which indieates that
they have linguistically assimilated with the Assameee,
Bﬁ‘t in their family, they speak Bengali, which shows
that ageimilat ion is possible at the superficial level
and not intrineically, Though outuaxdiy, they accept
some cultural features of the psopls of the host
country, yet they retain their identity,
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The assimilation of these immigrants is more
superficial than real, Equally serious is the ‘economic
erisis! aggravated by the influx which manifests itsslf
in the deepening poverty and unemployment among the

Assamese people,

IMMIGRATEION — ITS IMPACTY ON THE
ECONOMY OF ASSAM

The unabated influx of immigrante from
Bangladesh (erstwhile Eaet Pakdstan) to Assam has put
pressure on the etonomy of Assam, The large scale
influx has created landlessnese of the indigenous
people, Impact of immigration ean be felt not enly in
the etonomic sphere but alse in the socio=-political
sphere, "The presence ¢of thess migrants has shaken
the foundations of Agsamese social structure and
created solidarity amomg the Assamese aven while
gensrat ing cleavages between the indigenous Assamese
and the indigewous tribeis, It hes influeneced the
aducat ional social and sconomic aspiratione of

tcountless Aasameaﬁv..."21

21, Myron Weiner, Qp.cit.) P8l
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Initially, immigration was weleomed because
the immigrants (form Easterh Bengal) wers gensrally hardy
peasants and they converted marshy lands into eultivable
lands and produced paddy and jute,. But taking the
advantage of the nesd of the Assamese people, thase
landless psople entered Assam in such a big way that it
led to the rise in the population, both rural and urban
which, ultima~tely, put pressure on land and resulted in
the landless ness of the local peasants in the rural

areasg,

Immigrat ion of peasants put pressurs on
economy, especially, on the rural seomomy, The per capita
availability of cultivable land decreases with the
increase in population, This is noticeable in case of
Rssam, "The total area of land in Assam is 78 lakh
hectares and the population was 146 lakhs in 1971 as
per Cehsus, The land per capita therefore, comss to
0,5 hectare only ... the land available for
cultivation is fouhd to be 29 lakh hectares ohbly,

Thus the available agricultural land per capita was
04,47 hectares in 1961 and 0,20 hectares in 1971 as

against 0,30 and 0,25 hectares respectively -for the
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country as a mhole".22 The per capita availability of
cultivable land in Assam is one of the lowest in 4197

ie84, only 0,20 hectares, In a single decade, Viz,,
1961-78, the per capita agricultural land in Assam declined
from 0427 hectares to 0,20 hectares, This gradual

decrease in the per capita availability of cult ivable

lands can undoubtedly be attributed to the rapid growth

of population in Assam, which is caused by large scale

immigration,

In Assam, the average size of holding is lowest
in the country, When communal disturbances broke out in
Last Pakistanp in 1951 and 1964, there was influx of
refugees into Assam, Again during the libsration
movement of East Bengal in 1970~71, there was also a big
influx, mostly of Bengali Mushims, Population increase
led to the reduction of size of averags land holding in

"
Assam, The average size of holding declined from 1,47

hectares in 1970~71 to 1,37 hectares in 1976—-77".23
The following table shows the per capita agricultural

holding in rural areas of the districts of Assam in 1971=-

22, World Agricultural Census, 1970-71, Assam
(Published by Directorate of Economics and
Statistics, 1970),

23, Atul Goswami, "Assam's Industrial Development-—
Urgency of New Oirectifg"”, Economic and Political
WesKly, 23 May, 1981,
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*
TABLE NO.5

State/District § Total agricul-— gotal rural Per Capita
tural land in population agricultural
rural areas holding

(in _hectazres) . (in_hectares)

- w

p—

ASSAM - 2,831,590 13,630,561 0421
GOALPARA - 463,226 2,052,809 De23
KAMRUP - 591,148 2,519,028 023
NOWG ONG - 318,120 1,561 4558 0420
LAKHIMPUR - 347,576 1,869,839 0.19

Immigragion has again resulted in the chronic
unemployment problem in Assam, Number of local youths
looking for jobs have increased tremendously, The
immigrants get their names registered in the various
Employmeht Exchanges of Assam, In 1976, the number of
job seekers in Assam was 214,270 as recorded in the
Employment Exchanges, The number increased to 250,000
in January 1980, The Bangladeshi Hindus give "Carxe of

(C/0)" in their addresses for communicatdion which

* Census Atlas, Census of India, 1971, Series 3,
Part IX, Assam, pe116e
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4
indicates that they have migrated recently.2

The immigrants have a very strong hold over
opportunities of employment and occupation, The’Hindu
Bengalees monopolised whiteecollar jobs in the province,
By the beginning of the present century, 1ayyers,
doctors, clerks in government offices and banks wege
almost all educated BegéileeiHindu migrants¢ In middlee
class occupations in Aséﬁﬁe%;¥;se Bengalees occupy &

dominapt position,

That the immigrants occupy a dominant position
in the job %arket has been revealed by the Employment
Revisw Committee of the Gové;nmant of Assam, In its third
report, the Committee stated that in 28 units comprising
seven public sestor industries, 16 private sector
industriss and 5 banks, with a total strength of
29,537 employees, only 14,368 or 49% had their birth
places in Assam and only 10,473 or 35% had Assamese
as their mother tongue, Out of the 2095 employess in

the Class I and II only 762 or 36% had their birth

244 A Ko Dasy Opecit ey pedTe
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places in Assam.25 The eighth report of the Committee
reveals the fact that in the plywood industry, out of
B7 senior officers 66 persons or 76% were from outside

Assam.26

Tea garden labourers of Assam{’linly consists
of people belonging to Bihar, Orissa and Uttar Pradesh,
Generally, the loeal labourers during Colonial Era were
reluetant to work, But those few who were willing to work
did not get a chance dus to the presence of innumerable
labourers from outside, "In 1901 the total number of
labourers stood at 6,54,000, After 1911, great expansion
took place in the tea gardens as a result of which in
the decade 1911-21 aleone about 7,69,000 labourers were
imported into the state, In the decade 1921=31 about

169,000 labourers were imported into Assam".z7

In the agricultural sector, more or less the
whole agricultural economy was and still continues to be

dominated by labourere from Bengal, In the commercial

28, Assembly Searstariat, Repgrt of the §mg§gxmant
Revisw Committes (Gauhati,December 1973), p.50,

26, Assembly Secretariat, m.qg_.mm@m
Review Committee (Gauhati,1979), pp.10-13,

27, T+Ke Chaudhury, Dgmoaraphig Trends in Assam
(Dsiht, 1982), pe32, .
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sector also, outsiders dominate, Trade is entirely in the
hands of Marwari merchants, They appropriate the wealth
which is generated in the state; with the hope of eceonomie
gains, The indigenous people find themselves lock up in

an unequal competition with the Marwari traders,

The landlords in Assam cannot be compared with
their counterparts in any ofher state of India; Not e
single millionaire can be found among the Assamese people,

Most of the peuple do not even own 10 hestares of land,

The number of Immigrants are inersasing in
such a way that, in course of time, they will eapture
political power and dominate the Assamese in their own
home land, Trade, industry, cultivable lands, white.
collar jobe all are passing into the hands of sutsiders,
Thus, the continuing influx of the illegal emigrants
have not only cultural but also political and economiec
implications, The growing awareness among the Assamese
population has resulted in the generation of mass
resentment against the outsiders, as is evident from
the recert agitation egainet foreign nationals in

Assarite
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CONCLUSION
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The present study has unfolded the origin of
the Assamese middle class and the role played by it in
the socio-political ephers of the Assamese socisty, Both

Colonial and post=colonial period have been covered in it,

In pre~colonial Assamese society mainly tuwo
classes could be found ~ nobility and paiks forming the
upper and the lower stratum of the socisty respeetively,
Besides these two major groups, there were another group
of people who acted as scribes and officers under Ahom
system of administration, They did not have the
privileges enjoyed by the nobles, But they were alse
not required to render manual service, This group of
people formed the basis on which modern middle class
could emarge during Colonmial Erxa, Though middle class
in Assames socisty emerged during Colonisl Era, the basis

for its emergence lay im the pre=dolonial period,

Establishment of educational institutions,
spTead Of moderh educaticn end sctinomic chahged led
to the orystallization of the hesamese middle class,

Facilities for formal education during British Rule were



mostly cornered by High Caste Hindus with a good

financial background,

After the annexation of Assam the Britishers
brought/i?ddle-nlass peopls from Bengal to help them
in administration; Since Bengal tame undsr British contact
first, this was the first group to have the benefit of
English and higher educationy Ih faot; early British
administrat ion was run by thess immigrantsiBehgali
lapguage was introduced as ecourt langlage end also the
medium of instruction for the benefit of these Bengalees,
The fear of linguistie and cultural dumlnat;on agiteted
the minds of the Assamess and this caused their oppesition
towards Bengaleea, Although, Aessamese was restored to
ite former position in 1873, the lingusti# sentimente
cont inued to provide the basis for political agitatien
by the middle slass, in bate colonial as well as poste
indepsndence perivd, Such sentiments also provided the
rallying point forx their powerful xrivale, the Bengales

middle class,

Existence of Assamese middle class eg a

Yclass' made ite presence felt only by the middls of
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nineteenth century, In 1857, Mani Ram Dewan, who initially
collaborated with British but later on he turned against
the raj, made a covert attempt to overthrow the British
Rule, Gradually Assamese middle class started participating
in all thse major contemporary issuas of the then

Assamess society,

RevoXts by the peasants during the early British
Rule in Assam, were the earliest popular mass based
movements of Assam, The peasants protested against ban on
poppy cultivation in 1860 and also against government's
fiscal policy through formation of raij mels (people's

Assemblies),

Format ton of various eabhas and associations
marked the growth of political consciousness amongst the
people of the Brahmaputra Valley from the middlé of
ninsteenth century, These associations and organizations
were led by leaders from the middle class of Assamese
socisty, Jorhat Sarvajanik Sabha was formed in 1875
through which Agsamess middle clase demanded that
"sons of the soil! should be given first preference

in matters of mecruitment in govermment services,
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In the sbsence of political parties, these
associations and organizations acted as a link between
government and the masses, Though most of these
organizations were cultural and literary in nature whose
primary function was to spread advanced knowledge among
the people, thsy treated awareness of tontemporary
major issues and sought to arouse the spirit of national
consciousness amongst them, Monthly and weekly journals,
odited by high caste educated middle~elass people of
Assam, appsared by the end of nineteenth century te
disseminate knowledge and information among the psople
of the ®alley, Political articlees wers published in
these journals to rouse the spirit of natieflalism in the
minds of the peoples, Though the articles published in
these journals were moderate in nature, sometimes even
articles condemning some of British Government
policies were also published, These jourmals and
newepapers aimed at asserting legitimate rights of €he

Assamess people,

With their educational qualification and

ayareness of the contemporary political issues, the
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middle plass of Assam had already established & link with
the Indian mainstream by 1920, During Colonial £ra, the
Rssamese psople had to carry on two struggles
simultaneougly~ fight for preserving their own soclo-
political identity and fight for wresting independence
from the British in concert with the rest of India,
Nabin Chandra Bordoloi and Tarun Ram Phukan were twe of
the important figures in this gtruggle, By the thirties
of the present century, beth Phukan and Bordelei got
themselves involved in the active polities of the valley,
Assam played significant role in non-eo=-operat ion,

civil disobedienee and quit India movement along with

the rest of the countyy,

Assamese nationalism manifested itself through
linguistic and socio-economic issues, Due to Colonial
constraints the grouth and development of Assamess
middle olass remained feasble throughout nineteenth
tentury, Since the Assamese #iddle tlass were at the mercy
of British rulers, initially they were unable to
participate in the contemporary issues, But ewbsequently,

they tame forward amd vehemently oppoesed the raj,
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Assamese nat ionalism took a well defined shape when
various issues like language, immigration, jobs for
locals, movament for collegiate education began to be

articulated by the sducated Assamese middle class,

Large scale influx of peasants from present
day Bangladesh in search of waste lands and middle-tlass
Hindus in seareh of white—~tollar jobs has aggravated
unemployment among the loeals, Most of the white-vollar
jobs have been monopolised by the Bengaless, The language
controversy and the immigratlon issue provided the
springboard for the Assamess middle eclass to assert
itself, The absence of a8 viable Assamese bourgeoisie
brought the middle~clags leadership in sharp foeus in
the struggle for realisation of the legitimate

aspirations of the Assamese people.

The state of Assam hag witnessed a marked
change in its demographic structure dus to the influx
of different groups of people from outsidaghssamess
landlords and zamindars employwd the peasants from

Mymensingh district of Bangladesh in their agricultural



field and fully utilised the ssrvices of the peasants,
Assam's availability of fertile land, its immense economic
potential, and the reluctance of thes local people to hard
work were some of the factors respensible for large scale

immigration eculminating in present crisis,

Thers were several unorganised attempt by the
Assamese people agaird immigration during British days
whieh proved unproductive, After indspendencs, peopls
of Assam started a broad based movement against continued
influx of foreigners under the banner of AASU and
RAGSP, Since the ineeption of the movement, the Assamese
people have been agitating against the threat to the
identity of the Assamese people. They are ecared of

losing their sdentity,

in Assam, an equally impertant problsm ls &he
sconomic orisis which is intensified by the influx of
foreigners, The ecomomic crisis is aggrevated by the
dominat ion of eutsiders im the fisld of trade and
zomerce, white—ecllar jobs and in agricultural sphere,

This sconomic orisis has created xemophobia 4n the
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minds of Assamase people, who have been worst hit by ths

problem vf unemployment,

Given the historical background of the state,
it is not easy to find a solution te Assam's manifeold
problems, especially, the problem of foreigners, In
Assam, diverse religio-linguistic groups exist inecluding
Assamese Hindus, Assamesgs Muslims, Bengall Hindus and
Muslims and tribals, In short, the whole populatien
of Assam is an incongruous combination of diverse
religio-linguistic and ethnie groups, overlappings in
such a confusing moeaic which gives rise te manifeld

problems,

Assamase middle class played crucial role in
articulating the needa and the concern of the Aesamese
people in these major problem areas and algo in the
matter of social reforme like widow remarriage and
education for women, Eetablishment ef various vocational and
and technical educational institutions, establishment
of Gauhati University, High Court, 0il Refineriee
were the result of persistent effort of the middle

class, Leadership ¢f all these various movements wes



drawn from this section of the soeciety, This class
remained at the forsfront of all vital secial and
politieal cdevelopmente before and after Independence,
Niddie tlass of Assam also have an aspiration for emerging
as the dominant bourgeoisie of the region, But the absencs

of capital hinders them in fulfilling their aspirations,

Major problems of Assam relate to issues of
economic develupment, immigration and languags. Assam is
an economically backward state compared to other advanesd
regions of India, The British established tea pkantations
and extracted maximum profits which were repatriated to
UK and these were not invested for development of
Assam, Prior to independence, little attention was given
to the development of industry in Assam, Investments
were limited to tea industry and other sectors were
utterly neglected, In the pesteindependence Aesam, the
process of industrial development started only towards the
later part of second plan (1956~61), Hitherto, Assam
wad naglected i regard te ventrael investment on
industrial projects. The British Colonieliste’ main aim

was to take sway surplus generated in the state, But
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Assam's development continued to be overlooked in the
initial phase of post—independence period, While
intensifying the expleitation of Assam's rieh natural
resources, the Bentral Government was neglectful and
indifferent to the need for industrialising the stats,
Besides, private capital was alaso not attracted due to
lack ¢f infrastructural facilitiee, It is the Assamese
middle elass uhich voiced the demend for industrial
development of the state and led the struggle for it,
Consequently, during the third plan beriﬁd (1961-66),

many industries in publiec seetor started eoming wp,

The roots of lapguage tangle in Assam lie in
the Colonial Era, After their annexation of Assam in
1826, the Britishers inbkoduced Bengali language in
courts and schools, After repeated protest by middle—class
leadership, 'Assamese! was again introduced in schools
in 1873, Howsver, the languege issue has remained
essentially unresolved since then, It led to languagse
riots in 1960 over the gusstion of making Assamess the
official lamguage, and again in 1972 over the question
of making Assamese the medium of instruction st

University level, Varisus ethno-linguistic groups
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form a part of Assam, When demand for giving due place to
the Assamess language waes raised, the legitimate
aspirations of varisue linguistic groups, which formed a
part of the state of Assam at that time, were not taken
into consideration, by the leadership of the movement,
Thie was one of the important reasons for the
dismembermeht of Assam and the oreation of the Hill
statea, The insensitivity of the Assamese middle slass
towards the legitimate aspiratiche of the plaina tribals
of Assam has led to the formation eof trlbal organizatieons
like Plains ¥ribal Ccuncil of Assam (PTCA), which is
demanding a geparate state for the plains tribals of

A gsam,

Migration etabted with the British annexatioh
of Assam in 1826, Initially, the Britishers as well as
the loepal politicians wers in favour of immigration,
Because the lmmigrent peasante laboured in the fertile
landg of Assam and increased agricultural productivity
thereby, contributed to Assam's agricultural development,
But subsequently, contimjed and increased flow of
immigrants started putting pressure on land x:esul_ting

in the decrease of per capita aveilability of ctiltivable
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land in Assam,

The state of Assam has got a righ resource
base, Had tenter not nsglected thz development of
Asgam, the magnitude of unemployment and landlessness
would have been considerably less than what it is

to-day,
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(1) ANANDARAM DHEKIAL PHUKAN (4829~1859)8 He was born in

(2)

(3)

an shlightened Brahmin landowner family and

sdugated in the Hindu College of Calcutta, Chagrined
at the continuance of Bengall language in the
schoole of Assam, he teok up ths cause of Assamese
and wrote series of books and artieles in journals
in Assamese lapguagse, He belisved in the
regensrative role of British rule and remained a

loyal government servant until his death,

ANANDARAM BARUA (1850~1889)% He was born at North
Gauhati, a Kayastha by caste, Edusated at Goverhment
High School of Gauhatl and Presidency Cellegs,
Caleutta, since there was no college in Assam at
that time, After taking graduation in Seience he
went teo England, He was the first graduate, first
barrieter and first civilian of Assam, He was
appointed District Magimtrate,

GUNABHIRAM BARUA (1837-1894)s A Brahmin by caste,
sducated himself at Caloubtta and Presidency College,
He was a Government serzvant and a social reformer
and married a widow, He left a legacy of 3,50,000/~,
He settled in Calcutta after retirement,
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(5)

(8)
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GHANASHYAM BARUA (1867-1923): His father was a
Mauzadar and a Kalita by caste, He was matriculated
in 1882 and took his higher edueat ion in Calcutta,
He was the member of Imperial Legislative Cuuncil,
1913163 Member Rssam Legislative Council 1916~23,
He started his Dolowjan Tea Estate in the 18§0's,

HEMCHANDRA BARUA (1835-1896)s A Brahmin by caste and
a social reformer, He was the editor of an English
weekly 'The Assam Nows'sNe had a share in the Aseam
Printing Corporation,

JAGANNATH BARUA (1851-1907)% He was a Brehmin by
caste, He graduated himeslf from Presidency Cellege,
Calcutta, He Wnhed several tea gardens, He was the
Vise—=President of Jorhat Sarvajanik Sabha,

(7)KALIPRASAD CHALIHA (1862~1914)t He was a Kayastha by

(8)

caste, He wag the son of a tea garden employee of
Assam Company, Matriculated frem Sibsagar High
8shool in 18783 Employea of the Assam Company, He
started four tea gardens with encouragsmeht from
European Patrons, Jadsv Prasad and Bimalaprasad,
both distinguished Congressmen, were his sons,

LAKSHMINATH BEZBARUA (1868-1938)s He was bom in
1868 (as he states in his autobiogrephy), He was
the son of Dinanath Bezbarua, whe owned twe emall
tea gardems, Passed his Entrance Examination in
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(10)

(11)
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1886 and amecuring government scholarship he read

in the Ripen, City and Assembly Collegee in
Calcutta, He graduated in Arts in 1890, Bezbarua
entered inte timber business first in partnership
with Bholanath Sarwa then with Bard & Co, and finally
on an independent secale at Sambalpur in Orissa,
where he stayed till the last day of his life,

He was the doyen of modern Assamese llterature,

PMANIKCHANDRA BARUR (1851-1915)2 He was a Kayastha
by caste, Educated at Gauhati High School and
Presidency Collega, He started businese in European
partnershiy, He ogned tea gardens, a small steamer,
an icsfactory and saw mills, He was the businsss
partner of Anandaram Dhekial Phukan and member of
the £as~t Bengal and Assam, later Assam Legislative
Council, 1909~1915.

NASIN CHANDRA BORDA.OI (1875-1936)s He was the son
of a high rapking govermment ssrxvant, Hai Bahadur
Medhav CHandra Bordoloi, N.C.B80rdoloi was chosen

by the Assam Association to carry out ite political
mission in England.

TARUN RAM PHUKAN (1877-1939)s He paesed the
Entrance Examination in 18923 Paased FA.

examina tion from the Presidency College,Calcuttas
Returned ta India in 1905 as the third barrister
of Agsam; Chairman of Gauhati Local Board in

1923 and 1936, Phukan was representing the
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landholders of his valley on the Assam Legislative
Council, ever since 1912, He participated in the

non-co—-operat ion movement.

(12) BIMALA PRASAD CHALIHA (1912~1971): Borh in March
1912, He was dducated at Government High School,
Sibsagar and City College, "aelcutta, He le®t studies
to participate in ths National Movement, 1930, He
was appointed as the Chief Minister of Assam in
December 1957, He was glected to Assam Legislative
Assembly in Bye=election in 1958 and continued
as Chief Minister till 1962 General klectiony again
re—clected to Assam Legislative Assembly 1962 and
became the Chief Minister for the second term; re~
elected to Assam Legislative Assembly 41967 and took
over the office of the Chief Minister, Assam for the

third consecutive term, He owned tea-gardens,

(13) BISHNURAM MEDHIS Born at village Hajo (Assam) in
the year 1888, Educated at Gauhati and Calcutta,

Joined Gauhati Bar 1915, Participated in the non—co-
opera~t ion movement 1920, Elected to Assam
Legislative Assembly, 1938; re-slscted to Assam
Legislat ive Assembly, 19463 Deputy Leader and
Finance and Revenue Minister, Assam 1946-50;
Succeeded Gopinath Bordoloi as Assam's Chief
Minister on 5th August 1950 and continued till
1957; Governor of Madras 1958~64; tlected to
Assam Legislative Assembly in 1967,
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(14) MOINUL HAQUE CHAUDHURY (1923~ )3 He was born in

(15)

(16)

the Oistrict of Cachar, He was educated at Silchar,
Gauhati, Calcutta and Aligarh, He started practising
Law at Silchar in 1948 and later on became an
Advocate of Assam High Court,. He was elected to the
Assam Legislative Assembly (ALA) in 1952, He was
again edected to Assam Legislative Assembly in 1957
and was appointed as Minister, He was included in
the Cabinet again as a Minister when Shxi Chaliha
formed the Cabinet towards the end of 1957, He was
re—elected to ALA again in 1962, He was associated

with various socio-cultural and political organisation,

SARAT CHANDBRA GOSUVAMI$ Born at village Kapahera in
the district of Nowgong, He was closely associated
with the activities of the Assam Students' Federation
ti11 19423 was a member, executive body, All Assam
Students' Union and subsequently Assam Students®
Congress till 1949, It was Sarat Chandra Goswami

who inspired the move for a separate University

in Assam, He was slected to Assam Legislative
Assembly in 1967, Appointed as Minister of State,
Education in 1971,

SIR MD.SAADULLA(1885~1955)s Muhammad Saadulla was
born an 21st May,1885 into an orthodox Muslim family
of Gauhati, Saadulla, after obtaining Master?’s
degres, went to Calcutta in 1908 to study law, In

1920, he enrolled himself as an advocate at the
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Calcutta High Court, In 1923, he stood for election
to the Second Refiirmed Lagislaﬁivg Counecil and
returned with majority, In the elections to the
third Reformed Council in 1926, Saadulla won by

a large majority, Knighthood was conferred on

him in 1928, He was the Premisr of Assam with a

few interruptfidns for nine years,

Sgurces Compiled through personal intervieuws of
leaders and familliss of deceased and through
Jiban Charit (life sketches in Assamess),
published biingraphies, who's who of fourth
Assam Legislative Assembly 1971 and Sixth
Assam Legislative Assembly 1978.
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