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1 

The analysis of the Colonial and Post-colonial 

period gives the p io tu ts of origin and dev/elopment of the 

Assamese middle <5lass. 

Existence of classes in society dates ba'ek to 

cen tu r ies . In ancient society masters and slaves ex i s ted . 

Under feudalism, there existed feudal lords and vassa l s , 

Modem cap i t a l i s t society i s divided into tuio broad 

c l a s ses - bourgeoisie and p r o l e t a r i a t . In between these 

tu/o antagonist ic classes there ex i s t s another class— the 

middle c l a s s . Though the term middle c lass i s used 

frequently in social sciences, i t lacks a precise 

de f in i t ion , because i t i s a heterogenous social s t r a t a 

consisting of different functional and occupational 

giroups, Modern middle class consis ts of lawyers, managers, 

t e c h n o c r a t , professionals and other u^ilte—collar 

workers, and such other ranks which occupy a middle 

ground between bourgeoisie and p r o l e t a r i a t . 

After Indust r ia l Revolution, the Uestem society 

got divided into upper,middle and lower c lasses on the 

bas is of t h e i r economic s t rength . Middle c lass emerged 

in the west, par t iou la t ly in England, in the wake of 



Indus t r ia l re\?olution, which resulted in large scale 

mechaniaial production and joint stock business where 

place of a r t i s a n s , handicraftsman were replaced by middle-

class group comprising office workers, managers of 

business establishments, technocrat*- - e t c . 

Origin of middle c lass in India as well as in 

Assam cannot be understood outside the colonial context . 

In the west, middle class emerged when t raders c rys ta l l i sed 

as a separate functional category in the fourteenth 

century. But unlike ues t , middle class in Assam 

originated mainly in the adminis t rat ive, educational and 

legal system established by the Br i t i sh and not in 

indus t r ia l sector because of the slow growth of 

indus t r ia l economy in the s t a t e . 

In the pre-oolonial Assamese society (in Ahom 

soc i e ty ) , there existed two major c lasses - the nobi l i ty 

and the pa iks . Nobility was the privileged group 

comprising King and the Council lors, Paiks were the 

unprivileged group and had to render manual services 

to the s t a t e . In between nobil i ty and the paiks , there 

ware some petty o f f i c i a l s who acted as scribes in the 

Ahom system of administrat ion, A superf ic ia l observation 



leads Us to conolude that there was no middle olass In 

prs-Britieh Assameea society and i t emerged only during 

colonial era. It i s true that Assamese tniddle Class took 

a well defined shape unly by the iatar part of oolonial 

era through their participation in the major issus* whirti 

came Up in the socio-pol i t ical scene of Aasameee society* 

Their origins are rooted In the pre-^JOlonial sra . The 

uf f lc ia l s including Hazarlka, Saikia, and others acted 

as scribes in the Ahom system of adminietxation^ It foxnnrd 

the basis during colonial ete on which modexn AseamsM 

middle class emerged, The o f f i c ia l s and clerks of Athom 

nobility took the advar^age of educatio-n hfhii^ v&B 

introduced by the Brit i sh . In i t i a l l y , th i s gtoup was 

appointed aa fiauzadar^ (revemie collectox«)« Kakatl and 

others In the Btitiah ad«lni«txatio-«i« Aftpointmente were 

confined to pecsoha ooroing fzom rich and Influential 

f!a«lliaa balot^ing to t|)par ctote Hindus* abvioualy« 

t^waa poata iMxa eontasad by padpla l ike Hazasikaa, 

SaUciaa, Bcoeaa balonging to the i^sper caste Hindu 

eafcagocy o f the aoel«i;y« 

The Aaaatasaa middla ^.aaa ia tha snat arfcieiaafce 

aeetion of tha aociety* It haa bean pwmidinq 

Istidmrtihip £rt a l l a«jor accio-coanomic and poJLitieal 



issues of ftssara since colonial era t i l l today, Midatle class 

occupies an important place in Assamese society because 

they voice lihe demands of the Assamese people in general , 

AlmtJst a l l the movements of pre and post-colonial period 

of Assam were led by middle class section of the socie ty , 

Major problems faced by ftssam are problem •f 

immigration, language controversy and economic 

backuiardness of the ©tate . These problems are the legacy 

of the Bri t ish imper i a l i s t s . Unfortunately, even a f t e r 

t h i r t y eight years of independence the problems »8main 

unresolved, 

Migration of outsiders s tar ted uiith the Br i t i sh 

anneKstion of Assam in 1826, The population of Assam i s 

heterogenous. F i r s t , there were the indigenous t r i b a l 

people v i z , , the Bodo Kacharis, Koohes, Nikirs e t c . In 

the 13th century, Ahoras came from Thailand via Burma 

and established a powerful kingdom, When the Bri t ish 

established t h e i r rule in 1826, they brought in Bengalees 

as teachers , c lerks e t c , Biharis and Nepalis came as 

laboUBsrs and tea garden workers, Marwaris came as 

t raders and gradually monopolized trade and commei>ce. 



Muslims from neighbouring Bengal were brought in as 

c u l t i v a t o r s . In Assam, migration has bean a continuous 

trickIfB. ThR demographic ra t io of Assam has been badly 

affected to the disadvantage of the Assamese people 

culminating in the on-going agi ta t ion* 

Various factors were responsible for t h i s 

large scale immigration. Along with the Br i t i shers local 

po l i t i c i ans as well as Assamese zaraindars wsî e in favour 

of immigration, Br i t i shers baro^ht in Bengalees to man 

t h e i r administrative se rv ices . Local Assamese 

po l i t i c i ans encouraged immigration to build t h e i r 

•vote- tanksV In fac t , many Assamese l eg i s l a to r s gra 

elected by the c i t i zens of neighbouring country. These 

immigrants get t h e i r names enrolled inthe vo te r ' s l i s t 

and thereby increase the number of voters in the 9—tate. 

The Assamese middle c lass has been agi ta t ing since 

colonial era to stop t h i s Barge scale immigration but no 

steps ha#e been taken by the concerned au thor i t i es at 

the s ta te and cent ra l l e v e l , and the border i s s t i l l 

wide open which f a c i l i t a t e s intrusion of ou t s ide r s . 

This problem can never be solved un t i l and unless the 

border' is- sealad^^. 



Like immigration, language controversy i s also 

of cjolonial o r i g i n . After Br i t i sh annexation of Assam, 

Bengalee language uias introduced in courts and schools* 

This provoked the Assamese i n t e l l i gen t s i a of that period. 

The untir ing ef for ts of Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, a 

prominent Assamese middle-class f igure, led to the 

intuoduction of Assamese in schools in 1873, However, the 

language tangle continued unresolved. I t got revived in 

1950 with the demand for making Assamese the of f ic ia l 

language of the s t a t e , Assam i s composed af various 

lingufetic groups, When demand for giving due place to 

the Assamese language uas ra ised , the legit imate 

i n t e r e s t s of various l i ngu i s t i c groups, which formed a 

part of the s t a t e of Assam at tha t t ime, were not taken 

into consideration by the leadership . This was one of 

the main reasons for the creation of the separate h i l l 

s t a t e s . The language controversy got revived in 1972 

for making Aaaamese the medium of instruct ion a t the 

University l e v e l , 

Assam i s economically backward inspi t s of 

abundanb natural resourced- minerals, agricul ture and 

forfists. The main reason for the economic backwardness i s 

tha t most of the raw materials of the s ta te are siphoned 



off for feeding industr ies outside the s ta te* Even a f t s r 

Independence, Asaam uias largely neglected in regard to 

central investments and indus t r i a l i za t ion . 

The Assamese middle class has been playing a 

v i t a l role since colonial period in vent i la t ing the needs 

and aspira t ions of the Assamese people in these major 

problem a r e a s . In t h i s d i sser ta t ion an attempt has been 

made t o analyse the ix)le played by Assamese milkdle 

class in these and other important issues in the pre and 

post-colonial period. The contribution made by Assamese 

middle class (both individually and co l lec t ive ly) in 

various spheres of the Assamese society has been 

analysed, 

AM. M*ZP^ 

• - i r l ! ^ ^ ^ . 
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P R E F A C E 

The present study aims at examining the emergence 

and role of the Assamesp middle class in Po l i t i ca l and 

Economic changes in the Brahmaputra Valley during Cnlonial 

and Post-colonial period, Assam comprises of the 

Brahmaputra Valley and tha Surma Valley, For an intensive 

analysis only the Srahmaputra Valley has been brought in 

as the area of focus. 

The present study is divided into seven chapters 

and the conclusion. The appendix at the end of the t h e s i s 

shows the socio-economic background of some of the 

leading middle c lass personal i t ies of AssaB» 

This study is based on sources which include 

such primary sources as (a) o f f ic ia l records, (b) 

Government reports and memoranda, (c) Assam Legislative 

Assembly debates, o f f i c ia l reports of Budget Sessio—n, 

(d) Census reports of Go\>ernmBnt of India, Assam (1891~ 

1971), (e) Gazetteers, and such secondary sources aa 

books, journals , per iodica ls , newspapers (both in 

English and Assamese language), memoirs and 

autobiographies. 



i i 

The Dissertat ion attempits to analysa the role 

played by the Assamese middle class in the major issues 

which cropped L^ before and af ter Independence, An attempt 

has been made to survey the important contr ibut ions, 

individual and co l l ec t ive , of the various leaders through 

various forums- both Po l i t i ca l and non—Political- to 

persuade the concerned au thor i t i e s at the s t a te and central 

l e v e l , t o respond to the legit imate aspi ra t ions of the 

Assamese people in the v i t a l economic and p o l i t i c a l 

mat ters . 

For t h i s Disser ta t ionj I express my sincere 

grat i tude to my Supervisor, Prof,R»L, liJalli, Department of 

P o l i t i c a l Science, North-Eastern Hil l University, Shil long, 

for his guidance, assistance and valuable suggestions uhich 

he provided throughout my Research work, 

I am also grateful to Dr.Hiren Gohain for- going 

through the manuscript and offering eutjgestions, 

My thanks are due t o Shri GIrish Panda, Research 

Scholar, Departmont of Geography, NEHU, who helped me in 

drawing the naps for the Disser ta t ion , I am a la? 
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CHAPTER - I 



SOCIAL STRA,TIFICATION 

Soc ia l i n e q u a l i t y g ives r i s e t o s o c i a l c l a s s e s . 

In order t o d i s c u s s t h e o r i g i n of s o c i a l d i a s s e s , we have 

f i r s t t o understand the ex i s t enca of i n e q u a l i t y in s o c i e t y . 

Inequa l i ty of t h e modern world i s manifested in the d i v i s i o n 

of soc ie ty i n to innumerable s o c i a l c l a s s e s . Concept of 

c l a s s i s as old as Greek Philosophy and as a s o c i a l 

phenomenon i t e x i s t s in almost a l l s o c i e t i e s . 

Unequal d i s t r i b u t i o n of uteal th , power and 

proper ty l e a d s t o t h e formation of va r ious at i rata in 

s o c i e t y . In a s o c i a l system, t h e capac i ty of men d i f f e r 

from one another in reaching t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e g o a l s . This 

capac i ty of men can be defined as 'power ,* Again, d i f f e r e n t 

persons have d i f f e r e n t ways or sources for accumulating 

wealth or earn ing t h « i r income, '*Tha problem of s o c i a l 

i n e q u a l i t y has two . a spec ta , a d i s t r i b u t i v e and a 

r e l a t i o n a l a s p e c t . The f i r s t r e f e r s t o the ways in which 

d i f f e r e n t f a c to r s euch as income, wea l t h , occupa t ion , 

educa t ion , power, s k i l l e t c , , a r e d i s t r i b u t e d in t h e 

p o p u l a t i o n . The second r e f e r s t o t h e ways in which 

i n d i v i d u a l s d i f f e r e n t i a t e d by t h e s e c r i t e r i a a re r e l a t e d 

t o each o ther w i th in a system of groups and c a t e g o r i e s " , 

1 , Andre B e t e i l l e , e d , . Sppi^^ In9qua;L.i^v (England, 
HarmondewolrtJh, 1 9 6 9 ) , p . f S , 



Houieveri income oannot be taken as the sole 

cjitorion for differentiating one group of people from 

the others A persorfe ii%&tUii (tetinot be judged on the basis 

.of income alone. Those Whq are in business l ine niay earn 

more than those uho are in professional l i n e , /\gain» 

'educatiqh* also cannot be considered as the only factor 

of social inequality. People With higher education may 

have limited sources of income. 

There i s an interlinkage betuteeti social Inequalltyf 

social s trat i f icat ion and social c l a s s . Existence of one 

i s impossible u/ithout the other. In the Uestern hiorldf a 

dtffetant type of ctratif ication system existed, "In the 

Western World, the differont forms of strat i f icat ion or 

IhBtitutionalixed systems of Inequality havs bsen* in 

ehtOAological octleCy estate systsros, caste systems and 

c lass systems. The estate system of ttestem madiaval 

feudalism was supported by a system of legal categories 

and rights axprassing and supporting the sense of 

inpoxtsf* social differeneas, Tha lavs l s from hloh to low 

included the olaxgy as the f irst es tate , tha nobility a« 

the second estate and the comnKin people as ths third 

astate"* 

2» Acuff, klXmti k Taj^or, FTKS^ t^ and £ ^ i ^ y 
(OtOahrana, 1973), p«1^* 



Elxiatence of social inequality i s a common 

feature of a l l human soc ie t ies except primitive 

soo ie t i s s j which display c lass lessnsss ; Thsse soc ie t ies 

were characterised by harmony• Whatever they got was 

dis t r ibuted among themselves, Coxiactive and Co-opetatiue 

production from luature by man was prevalent in such 

s o c i e t i e s , fts property uias l imi ted, i t could not create 

differences of wealth, Man was the owner of means of 

production. Process of interact ion 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 pr ivate property came into being. With 

^Capital*, man purchased more and more resul t ing in the 

introduction of private property. Unequal d i s t r ibu t ion of 

property and introduction of 'd iv is ion of labour* ware 

some of tha factors which resulted in inequality in 

soelaty* f^ t terns of inequality or tha ayatom of 

s t r a t i f i c a t i o n vary from country to country. 

With the sstablishmont of the in s t i t u t ion of 

pr ivate property, people became unequal and t h i s can be 

said as the beginning of c lass soc ie ty . Concept of 

private property continued to dominate the system of 

soc ia l s t r a t i f i c a t i o n fox a longer period, "The 

assumption of an or ig inal s t a t e of equality and the 



explanation of the origin of inequality in terms of 

private property, remained unchallenged from Rous-seau to 
3 

Lorenzovon, Stein and Karl Marx", Rousseau, Miller , Stein 

and Marx put emphasis on 'Property ' as the main cause of 

inequal i ty . But some non-f^arxist wri ters of l a t e r part 

of eighteenth century emphasized the importance of 

another factor in addition t o property i . e . , division of 

l abor . By the beginning of twentieth century, "iJivision 

of labor" dominated the discussion about the formation of 

soc ia l c lasses. 

Division of labor reinforced social inequal i ty , 

"The division of socia l production into i t s broad 

categories leads to the creation of private property and 

s p l i t s society up into haves and have-nots, ru lers and 

ru led , exploi ters and exploi ted". Social division of 

labor led to the formation of professional groups. In 

industry or in educational ins t i tu t ions or in other 

governmeht eervicee, each worker performs only a special 

task which i s meant for him. This i s possible with the 

division of labor , which destroyed the unity among people 

and created inequality in soc ie ty . 

3 , Andre Bete i l l s , pp^ftC^t., p , 2 3 , 

4 , Elrnst Fischer, riarx 3j\,H;i,̂  qv;,n, Words (England, 
Harmondsworth, 1^737, p ,38 , 



RISE OF CLftSSE;S 

The t r i b e s l iving in primitive society did not 

BxperiencB the oxistence of social c l a s se s . They worked 

to earn t h e i r livelihood in order to survive. They u/sre 

not concerned with establishing t h e i r superiori ty over 

o the r s . Some sort of equality of rank prevailed among 

them, When these t r i b e s acquired mili tary s t rength, they 

s ta r ted conquering t h e i r enemies, thereby establishing 

t h e i r superiori ty over o the rs . I n i t i a l l y , these 

conquered enemies were e i ther k i l led or t o r tu red . But 

subsequently, they were enslaved by the conquering t r i b e . 

These slaves were deprived of a l l pr ivi leges and r i g h t s . 

Social ly, they were a l i ena ted . They were compelled to work 

for t he i r masters. System of slavery gave r i se to a 

privileged group who depended on the work of s l aves , 

"Along with the emergence of slaveiry, there also appears 

an aristocracy of some kind, which l ives upon slave 

labour", 

Plarx refereed to four types of mode of production 

in the context of Europe s 

1, Primitive Communism, 
i i . Slave based mode of production, 
i i i . Feudal mode of production^ 
iV, Capi ta l is t mode of production. 

5 , T,B,Bottamore, ^osigiaay I (j G^^a t̂ p. P.r.Qj?3,9ni9 afld. 
t^lteraturg (Bombay, 1972;, p,18fi» 



In the f i r s t stage of human soc i s ty , people did not hav/s 

the idea and the means of accumulating wealth. It was a 

communist society but pr imi t ive . In the second s tage , 

slave became the central factor in mode of productions 

When c iv i l i za t ion marched on and reached the th i rd s tage, 

King became the head but he had some feudal lords with 

him. The ounsrs of land were feudal l o r d s . In every mode 

of production, thore is an urge for increasing production 

which resulted in improvement of forces of production. New 

forces of production are not in harmony with the old 

re la t ions of production, With the change of each mode of 

production, there i s a change in the ruling c l a s s , and a 

new society is es tabl i shed . The fourth stage i s the stage 

of capitalism which i s the resul t of indus t r ia l 

development. Under capital ism, exploi tat ion prevai ls due 

to the existence of antagonist ic c l a s s e s . 

In the medieval society, nobi l i ty or royalty was 

at the top of social hierarchy. But government power iijas 

vested in the hands of the nobles, Gcclas ias t ica l 

supremacy prevailed at that t ime . In those soc i e t i e s , 

conflict arose between feudal lords and s e r f s . Serfs were 

bound to so i l and they were exploited by l o r d s . The 

commodities, which were produced by s e r f s , were taken away 



by l o r d s . There s t i l l existed 'theou c l a s s ' consisting 

of slaves who could be sold or pawned. Feudal lords were 

at the top and serfs were at the bottom of social 

hierarchy. Another group consisting of household servants 

soldiers and handicraftsman formad an in-bctwaon c l a s s , 

Around eleaenth century, the a r t i sans along with some 

small tradesman became powerful and independent and did 

not remain under the control of feudal l o r d s . This i n -

between class which emerged independent of the control of 

feudal lords and kings in the towns, organized themselves 

in gu i l d s . The guilds became the basis of economic 

s t ructure of medieval period, 

Modern classes have evolved from the class 

s t ructure of medieval period where feudal lords were at 

the top and ser fs at the bottom of social ladder . In 

modern society two d i s t inc t classes can be found- the 

bourgeoisie and the p r o l e t a r i a t . Owners of means of 

production are known as the bourgeoisie, Workers who l i ve 

on the wages by selling their labour power are known as 

the p r o l e t a r i a t . The bourgeoisie of eighteenth and 

nineteenth century were the di rect offspring of the town 

workers and handicraftsmen of medieval period, 

* a s lave , 

** a medieval associat ion for mutual a i d . 
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Industrial Revolution broyght a change in the class 

s t ructure of medieval society along with the change in 

the socio-economic sphere. Prior to industr ia l 

revolution, society uias simple and there was se l f -

sufficient vi l lage economy. After Industr ia l Revolution, 

men s tar ted coming to the towns to work under the 

c a p i t a l i s t s . The cap i t a l i s t class occupies higher s ta tus 

in socie ty . P ro l e t a r i a t , the uorkers, stand at the lower 

stratum of the soc ie ty . 

Social classes ar ise out of re la t ions of 

production. Soma are ouiners and some are workers in the 

system of production. Status of a man in society depends 

on '.via re la t ion to ttie system of production, 

"Classes are that which permit one section 
of society to appropriate the labour of another 
sec t ion . If one section of society appropriates 
a l l the land we have a landowner class and a 
peasant c l a s s . If one section of society owns 
the fac tor ies , shares and cap i t a l , while 
another section works in these fac tor ies , we 
have a cap i t a l i s t class and a proletarian 
c lass" ,^ 

Social classes are not legal ly sanctioned groups, 

"They are not consti tuted or ei^ported by any specif ic 

legal or re l igious ru l e s , and membership of a pa r t i cu la r 

e. V,I. Lenin, Selected ̂ Worka,JJol^^ (Moscow, 1977), 
P.417. 
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c lass confers upon the individual no special c i v i l or 

p o l i t i c a l rights",*^ 

A.PPRQ/\CHE:S TO THE STUDY OF SOCIAL 
STRPiTIFICATION 

Many t h e o r i s t s have at tempted t o formulate 

genera l t h e o r i e s of c l a s s formatio n . There have been 

two major a t t empts t o formulate t h e o r i e s of s o c i a l 

s t r a t i f i c a t i o n . These a re the ' c o n f l i c t ' o r • d i a l e c t i c a l 

approach ' and t h e ' f u n c t i o n a l i s t a p p r o a c h ' , Karl Marx, 

Leujis Cozer, Simmel, Half Dahrendorf and some o the r 

w r i t e r s uiere the exponents of c o n f l i c t theory uhen the 

people l i v i n g in the soc ie ty came in to con tac t with each 

o t h e r i i d e a s , v a l u e s , c u l t u r e s ^^ exchanged among them. 

Conf l ic t a r i s e s when t h e r e i s exchange of idoas or 

c u l t u r e s . 

In t h e n ine t een th cen tu ry , t h e o r i e s of s o c i a l 

c l a s s e s were formulated along with the gradual 

development of modern s o c i a l s c i e n c e s . Concept of c l a s s 

i s a r t i c u l a t e d by some i d e o l o g i e s , among which Marxism 

occupies an important p o s i t i o n , 

7, T.B,Bottomore, Classes In Modern Society (London, 
1965), p.17. 



10 

Existence of inequality in socie t ies was 

recognized by some writers even before eighteenth century, 

But they could not find out the root cause of such 

i nequa l i t i e s . Though social inequal i t ies were recognized, 

no theories were formulated. Classes ana class struggles 

were recognized long before Marx formulated his theory 

of c l a s s . Therefore, Marx renounced any credit for 

discovering the existence of c l a s s . He remarked! 

"no credit is due to me for discovering the 
existence of classes in modern society, nor yet 
the struggle betuieen them. Long before me 
bourgeois h is tor ians had described the 
h i s to r i ca l development of t h i s struggle of the 
classes and bourgeois economist the economic 
anatomy of c l a s s e s ' , ^ 

That classes and class struggle ex i s t s in society was 

known to 'Livy, Machiavelli, Adam Smith, Sismondi, 

Thierry, Guizot, Thiers , Carlyle and many other 

h i s to r i ans , economists and s o c i o l o g i s t s ' . 

In a l l soc i e t i e s , basical ly two classes exist 

oppressor and oppressed. In the agrarian sec tor , theee 

are the landholders and the peasants. In the indus t r ia l 

sec tor , there are the Capi ta l i s t s and the P r o l e t a r i a t , 

Conflict a r i ses between these two groups, 

8, Quoted in Encyclopedia Bri tannica, Vol,16, p,946, 

9 , Ernst Fischer, tijD_n£it.,, p . 6 1 , 
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"The history of a l l h i ther to exist ing 
society is the history of class s t ruggles . 
Freeman and s lave , Patr ic ian and Plebian lord 
and serf, guildmaster and journeyman, in a 
word oppressor and oppressed, stood in 
constant opposition to one another, carried 
on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open 
f ight , a fight that each time ended, e i ther 
in a revolutionary reconst i tut ion of society at 
l a rge , or in the common ruin of the contending 
classes" , ' ' 

narx talked about the existence of two mutually 

antagonist ic groups involved in the process of production. 

One group differed from the other on the basis of t h e i r 

re la t ion to the means of production i»esy ownership or non-

ownership. He also identif ied some other classes l ike 

landlord, petty bourgeoisie e t c , , on the same c r i t e r ion 

i . e . , re la t ion to the means of production. To l*larx, 

concept of class is pertinent to a l l levels of ana lys i s , 

Marx used the term class in different senses. Sometimes 

i t s defining feature i s the role a group plays in 

production, sometimes i t means common mode of l i f e , 

including culture and t r a d i t i o n , sometimes again i t 

11 
refers to source of t he i r income, 

1 0 , Karl narx and F^Engels, The .Cqmmuni6.t. .!lQ."Af.̂ .̂1'.° 
(England, 1967) , p , 7 9 , "" 

1 1 , Sidney Hook, nar^ apd r^ar.>^ists-;Th,e^ A,mbi_q.uou_s 
Legacy (New York, 195577*p.39, 
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Marx's notion of class was connected with class 

conf l i c t . Hostile re lat ionship betueen different groups 

r e su l t s in social confl ict and fihally brings a change 

in the socie ty , Marx defined the concept of class through 

system of production and social deuelQp.nont through class 

conf l i c t , Marx belieuod that c lass soc ie t ies passed 

through a pa r t i cu la r phase of h i s to r i ca l development and 

would be succeeded by soc ia l i s t or communist type of 

society, which represent c lass less socie ty . Class 

soc ie t ies uere also preceded by c lass less soc ie t ies of 

primitive type . 

Land was the main sources of production in the 

p a s t . Due to tho al ienat ion of land, some people are 

landless and some arc landowners. Landless labourers work 

as wage labour for earning t h e i r l iv l ihood . Under 

feudalism, the most important re la t ionship was the 

ownership of land. In capital ism, ownership of capi ta l 

i s most important• 

In Marx's wri t ings , the phrase uihich i s more 

capiously used i s 'modes of production ' , which consisted 

of two elements- ( l ) forces of production and (2) 

re la t ions of production. Forces of production included 
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equipments, t o o l s , technical s k i l l s or in other words 

science and technology which i s used in production. 

Relations of production means the re la t ionship of 

different classes of society to the means of production. 

In ' C a p i t a l ' , Marx outlined three main c lasses . These 

three classes are different from one another on the 

basis of t he i r relat ionship to the means of production, 

"The owners merely of labour-power, owners of cap i t a l , 

and land owners, whose respective sources of income are 

wages profit and ground r en t , in other words, wage 

labourers , c a p i t a l i s t s and land owners, const i tu te than 

three big classes of modern society based upon the -» 

12 

capitalist mode of production". In the system of 

production, some are owners of land, some are tenants, 

some employers, 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 changes in the social and p o l i t i c a l sphere. 

He did not give a systematic analysis of c l a s s . In the 

th i rd volume of ' C a p i t a l ' , he s tar ted clarifying the 

1 2 , Karl l*iarx, Capital^ Vol , I II (noscow,1959,Reprint 
1978), p ,885. 
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concept of class but he died before finishing the 

chapter . In t h i s unfinished chapter, he t r i ed to give a 

formal analysis of c l a s s , 

A class can be considered as a c lass only uihen 

the people of that class become po l i t i ca l ly conscious 

and organize into a group to defend themselves against 

the attack of opponents* Hera the d is t inc t ion between 

' c l a s s in i t s e l f ' and ' c l a s s for i t s e l f i s important, 

When there is lack of p o l i t i c a l consciousness in a group, 

they form a ' c l ass in i t s e l f . But when they develop 

p o l i t i c a l consciousness and when there is some unity 

among the people of the group in furtherance of t he i r 

c lass i n t e r e s t s , they form a ' c l a s s for i t s e l f , "Marx 

f i r s t dis t inguishes the pro le ta r ia t as a ' c l a s s in 

i t s e l f ' , an aggregate of individuals who are in the same 

economic s i tua t ion , and then t r i e s to show how i t 

becomes a ' c l ass for i t s e l f , i ,Q , , how i t s members 

become aware of t h e i r common in te res t s and p o l i t i c a l 

aims". 

Though Plarx's theory occupies central place in 

modern socia l thought, i t s main drawback i s that i t 

13 , T,B .Bottomore, Spfî qloQV t A Gu^e to Ĵ ro,l?;Lsmj3 and 
L,iterature (Bombay, 1972), p.199, 
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discerns the po la r i ta t ion of society into two classes i . e . , 

c ap i t a l i s t c lass and the working c l a s s . Of course, he did 

not deny the existence of other c l a sses , Marx put more 

emphasis on social c lass and c lass con f l i c t . He showed 

that social t r ans i t ion is possible onl^ through class 

s t ruggle . He underestimated the influence and importance 

of nationalism, 

narx ' s concept of class on the basis of re la t ion 

to mode of production cannot be considered to be cor rec t . 

It f a i l s to explain many social s i t ua t i ons , v iz , , su rv iva l 

of t r ad i t i ona l social organizations, v i z , , t h e caste 

system cannot be explained with i t . There are many castes 

in society, specially in Hindu society which are not 

based on economic differences. The Brahmins, though not 

generally wealthy, occupy a higher posit ion in the social 

hierarchy. The Vaishyas are the wealthiest class but they 

occupy a lower position in the social ladder . Those 

people who indulges in manual labour are looked down 

upon by the society as belonging to an infer ior c l a s s , 

White col lar jobs carry with i t greater prestige but do 

not yield greater income. Besides wealth, there are 

various other factors l ike occupation, education e t c . , 

for determining the s ta tus of people. 
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Non-Marxist sociologis ts have also attempted 

the study of working c l a s s , middlo c lass and upper class 

as d i s t inc t groups. But the class theor i e s , which were 

developed in the post-Tlarxlflfl e ra , aimed at revising or 

refuting the Marxist theory, 

Max>.Weber was the f i r s t Sociologist who t r i ed to 

refute Marxian theory of social s t r a t i f i c a t i o n . He 

c r i t i c i zed Marx on the ground that Marxist model i s too 

simple to deal with complex social s t r a t i f i c a t i o n , 

Weber's dofinit ion of class i s wider in scope than that 

of Marx, He viewed ownership and non-ownership of 

property as an important factor which leads to social 

inequal i ty . He put emphasis on the importance of 'va lue ' 

which is a combination of many factors and economic 

factor i s only a part of t h a t . Those who possess 

property and those who do not possess property form two 

d i s t inc t c l a s ses . Each class can again bo further 

subdivided into various other classes on the basis of 

what type of property they possess. Possession of 

property is an important factor for determining c l a s s , 

Weber's social s t r a t i f i c a t i o n system was based 

on three things v i z , , c l ass , s ta tus and power. He 
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da fined 'c lass* as a group of people uiho havs the pouier 

to d i s t r ibu te goods and s k i l l s for earning money. He 

described 'S t a tu s ' as the prest ige received by 

individuals , and 'pouer ' as the a b i l i t y of person for 

achieving goals in social systems, A - isbinct ion 

between ' c l a s s ' and ' s t a t u s ' was made by Max Weber, 

Status of a person is judged by evaluating honour or 

prest ige of occupation. Sometimes i t i s evaluated on the 

basis of one's family descent. Status refers to a person's 

posit ion in soc ie ty . Individuals who have same s ta tus 

and same style of l i f e form s ta tus groups. Nobility and 

other top ranking of f ic ia l s enjoyed high esteem in the 

medieval period. The s ta tus groups of modern era have 

originated from them. 

To Weber, both class s t r a t i f i c a t i o n and s ta tus 

s t r a t i f i c a t i o n exist side by side in a modern soc ie ty . 

The th i rd group in Weber's analysis of s t r a t i f i c a t i o n 

consis ts of those people who always seek power, 

"PTax Weber distlhguished three orders of 
s t r a t i f i c a t i o n J (1) the economic or class 
order based upon class s i tua t ion defined in 
a way similar to Marx, (2) the social order 
based upon the d i s t r ibu t ion of social honor or 
s t a t u s , (3) the po l i t i c a l order based upon the 
d i s t r ibu t ion of power","1^ 

1 4 , Leonard Broom & Philip Selznick, ^i£]Oj^^gs^^oX. 
S£c423,ggy (New York, 1958), p,154. 
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Weber includes in his defini t ion of class not 

only those aspect of class which are related to means 

of production but a l l cases where there i s market 

s i t u a t i o n . According to Wabar, market economy i s based 

on CapitalistB, This finally gives r i se to class s t a t u s . 

In the market for material property, owners or 

possessors of property can acquire highly valued goods. 

On the basis of that they are be t te r placed in soc ie ty . 

To Wober, social inequality a r i ses from the unequal 

d i s t r ibu t ion of honour or s t a t u s . Privileged property 

15 classes l ive from property income. 

In theory, liieber talked about keeping separate 

the three orders of s t r a t i f i c a t i o n v i z , , the economic, 

socia l and p o l i t i c a l . But in prac t ice , i t i s never 

poss ib le . Since there is an in ter re la t ionship among a l l 

those orders , they can never be kept ana ly t ica l ly 

separa te . No group is cohesive, 

While ideas of narx and Waber have been quite 

inf luent ia l in social and po l i t i c a l thought, the 

funct ional is t approach also occupies an important 

place, Durkheim, Talcott Parsons, Malinowsky, 

15 , Max Weber, Tha •Th,eia.?aLatj£&4gJ. a/ld,.EcpnagUA 
Organisation, t rans la ted by Henderson and Talcott 
Parsons (N"ew York, 1964), p ,425. 
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Redcliffe-Brouin and Robert Marton were some of the 

exponents of t h i s theory. According to the funct iona l i s t s , 

s t r a t i f i c a t i o n i s an innate aspect of soc ie ty . Division 

of society into various s t r a t a i s immutable, Work i s 

expected according to ab i l i t y of porsons, A person gets 

salary or reward for his work depending on the type of 

work which he does. Advocates of t h i s approach explain 

c lass through functional d i f fe ren t i a t ion . The function 

of a par t icu la r social usage i s to contribute to the 

functioning and development of. the t o t a l social system. 

In explaining social s t r a t i f i c a t i o n a l s i t ua t i on , 

the term ' funct ion ' refers to the role of organic 

processes which contribute to the maintenance of a 

l iv ing organism, Redcliffe-erown follows organismic 

analogy in visual iz ing soc ie ty . He compares animal 

organism with social organism. According to functional 

t h e o r i s t , a l l par ts of the social system work 

together with sufficient degree of harmony without 

producing any con f l i c t . The theory of functionalism as 

propounded by Halinousky and Redcliffa-Brown i s based 

on three main p r inc ip le s . To them ( l ) All social and 

cul tura l items have some role to play in socie ty , 

( i i ) These functions are posit ive in nature , ( i i i ) 

Therefore, these items are absolutely necessary for 
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16 
the survival of a social syetera. 

Different groups ex i s t i ng ' i n society perform 

different roles and according to the functional 

t h e o r i s t s , those roles are positiuo in naturo which 

f inal ly contributes to the maintenance of the social 

system. Hence, role performed by each of the groups 

bscomes indispensable. Here the functional t h e o r i s t s 

contradict conflict theor i s t s^ Conflict t heo r i s t s 

v isual ize development of society in terms of conflict of 

in te res t and antagonist ic re lat ionship among various 

groups while functional t heo r i s t s visual ize development 

of society in terms of posit ive and integrat ive function 

of various groups, "The Marxist theory emphasizes 

confl ict botweon large and stable groups, with strong 

community sentiments, while the functionalist theory 

emphasizes the integrating function of social 

17 
s t r a t i f i c a t i o n based upon individual merit and reward", 

Merton's theory of functionalism i s based on 

ideas of e a r l i e r thinkers l ike Malinowsky arKi 

Redcliffe-Brown, He t r i ed to modify the e a r l i e r views on 

16, Robert K.Merton, Social Theory aftd Spcia^l 
Structure. (New Delhi, igss")*, p , 7 9 r ' 

17 , T.B.Bottomore, SociQlqcty (Bombay, 1972), p ,202. 
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functionalism• Mertan was oF the v/ieu/ that any postulate 

shoutd be open for further research. Every assumption 

should have ' heu r i s t i c value* i . e . , capacity to explain 

further phenomena. His analysis is important because he 

t r i e d to explain every statement with empirical 

s i t u a t i o n . Whether cul tura l items uniformly fu l f i l 

functions for the society viewed as a system and for a l l 

members of the socie ty , i s presumably an empirical 

18 
question of fact , rather than an axiom, 

flerton raised the question tha t uihether cul tura l 

item, uniformly f u l f i l , function for the society or no t . 

Cultural items are believed to perform integrat ive 

function. Degree of integrat ion is an empricW. va r i ab le . 

I t varies from society t o soc ie ty . Sometimes i t i s even 

different within the same soc ie ty . 

Further, i f cul tura l item plays only 

integrat ive role then divisions in society would not 

have ex is ted . Therefore, social groups may or may not 

have integrat ive function based on harmony. Social 

s t r a t i f i c a t i o n , whether i t i s caste or c l a s s , according 

to t h i s approach, i s based on the notion of division of 

1 8 , Robert K.PIerton. qp.cj,t,f p»80. 
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labour which leads to s o l i d a r i t y . But division of labour 

may not necessarily be based on harmony. It may be based 

on antagonist ic re lat ionship t o o . Cultural item 

functional for nne group may be dysfunctional for 

another group, B,g, , Religion, a cul tura l item may not 

play an integrat ive r o l e . 

Neither the conflict theory nor the-funct ional is t 

theory i s suff icient for explaining empirical r e a l i t y , 

"Indeed, most functionalist or conflict theories of 

soc ia l s t r a t i f i c a t i o n too do not fu l f i l the s t r i c t 

19 sc i en t i f i c norms of a theory. 

The recent trend among the Sociologists is to 

analyse theory of social s t r a t i f i c a t i o n on the basis of 

a p l u r a l i s t i c conceptual framework by taking into 

consideration both conflict and functional theory as two 

sides of the same r e a l i t y . Since neither of these two 

theor ies has the universal i ty which they cla4ra, i t i s 

d i f f i cu l t to rely on any one of them. 

1 9 , Y.Singh, "Sociology of Social S t r a t i f i c a t i on" , in 

§S3SX^Jji^^SSPl39y, yol.1 (New Delhl,1974),p,313, 
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niDDLE OASS - ft CONCE;PTU<\U FRAPCUiORK 

fliddlB c l a s s i s a very enigmat ic word. Though 

i t s meaning i s obscure , i t i s f requent ly used in s o c i a l 

s c i e n c e s . Di f ferent w r i t e r s have given d i f f e r e n t opinion 

on the meaning, impl i ca t ion and dimension of t h i s t e r m . 

The concept of 'middle c l a s s ' i s extremely loose and 

ambiguous^ because i t c a r r i e s the popular ized sociology 

of ' s o c i a l s t r a t i f i c a t i o n ' with i t , ih which groupings 

of i n d i v i d u a l s a re ranked on va r ious dimensions l i k e 

20 

income and social prestige. Middle class of society is 

ideologically heterogenous group. This group of society 

undergoes change frequently. In the medieval period middle 

class was a homogenous group comprising mainly tradesman. 

Modern middle class consists not only of tradesman but 

4lso includes doctors, lawyers,technocrats and many other 

white collar workers. It is a heterogenous social order 

consisting of different functional and occupational 

groups. 

The middle class of the society is comprised 

of those groups who are not required to produce surplus 

value i.e., they are not manual labourers. They have to 

2 0 , Dale L,3ohnson, "Class r e l a t i o n s and the Middle 
C l a s s " , in Dale L.3ohnson, e d , , C^as,^ aqfi Sqciajt 
Oev.eJ^qpme£st. i A New Theory of the ffllrittle C:̂ ^Qs7 
(New D e l h i , 1982) , p . 9 3 , 
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woi>k as supervisors , technocrats or managers in the 

system of production. ' , . 

" , , , t h e middle class is made up of 
technica l , administrat iue, and professional 
employees who are not , in the main, hired to 
produce surplus value as auch. Their places 
in the social division of labor are to perform 
functions appropriated from deskilled uorkers, 
to exercise coordinative and developmental 
a c t i v i t i e s as delegated by managers, or to 
supervise the labor of workers who do d i rec t ly 
produce surplus value"*^'' 

In almost a l l soc i e t i e s , three broad segments 

can be found - one class very r ich , another poor, and a 

th i rd in the middle. 

There are three major c lasses dominated 
by cap i t a l i s t mode of production — the working 
c l a s s , the middle class (petty bourgeoisie) 
and the cap i t a l i s t class in terms of t h e i r class 
determination, Poulantzas arrived a t t h i s 
understanding of c lass determinations that -
(a) the productive managers and the top 
engineers are in the cap i t a l i s t c lass (b) 
workers and technicians in the sphere of 
production are in the pe t i t e bourgeoisie class 
and ( D ) those who labor in the cap i t a l i s t 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 

21 • I b id , . p , 9 8 . 

22 , Scott nj_ash, "Productive Labor, Class Determination 
and Class Posi t ion" , Science and Society, \/ol,XLII, 
1978, p , 6 5 . 
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over wealth, p o l i t i c a l power e t c . Boundary of social 

classes aan never be precisely defined. Class i s 

considered as an open system, where individual has 

frsedom to move freely from one c lass to another which 

is known as ' soc ia l mobili ty*. 

The division of society into 'bourgeoisie ' 

and ^pro le ta r i a t ' was not however the final division of 

soc ie ty . Existence of an in"4)etween s t r a t a or the middle 

c lass obscured the capitalist-working c lass dualism and 

brought a change in the system of social s t r a c t u r e . 

Middle class has been divided into two groups-

' o l d ' and 'new' mliWle c l a s s . The old middle class 

possessed a l i t t l e land and capi ta l and perCormed labour 

on i t s own. But the 'new middle c l a s s ' does not perform 

manual labour. This group comprises office workers, 

supervisors, managers e t c . The nineteenth century 

wri ters including l*larx,talked about old middle class 

which consisted of small independent produce** and 

professional men. The new middle c lass of twentieth 

century comprises employaes in public services and in 

business establishments and office workers. The old 

middle class took no direct part in the capi ta l 

accumulation process . They were also not po l i t i c a l l y 
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conscious. But the new middle class ta(<«r actii /s part 

in cap i ta l tccunulation process. They are po l i t i ca l ly 

more conscious and form p o l i t i c a l organizations to 

art icul iate t h e i r i n t e r e s t s . 

Middle class has again been sub-divided into 

various sub-classes in terms of t h e i r income and standard 

of l iving l ike upper middle c l a s s , middla c l a s s , and 

lower middle c l a s s , Houever, there i s no clear cut 

def in i t ion of these sub-groups. The middle s t r a t a i s that 

s t r a t a of society which is neither privileged nor 

unprivileged. This s t r a t a consists of l iberary groups, 

professionals and trading elements. Small shepkeepers and 

fanhers a lso belong to t h i s category, Middla-class people 

par t ic ipa te in the deiCision making process of the country 

through some p o l i t i c a l organizat ions. They also play an 

Important role in elect ing t h e i r p o l i t i c a l l e ade r s . 

In the western socie ty , especially a f te r the 

Indust r ia l revolution, the classes were divided imto 

upper, middle and lower c lasses , on the basis of t h e i r 

economic s t rength , Karl Marx however, talked about 

petty bourgeoisie which i s used interchangeably with 

modem middle c l a s s , Karl Ma rx did not put much 
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emphasis on the role of middle class bocause in the early 

years of capital ism, modern middle class did not take 

a well defined form. He talked about that type of 

middle class comprising small producers and craftsman only, 

Marx and Engels used the term 'middle c l a s s ' , 

but not in consistent ways. Both Marx and Engels did 

not make a systematic d is t inc t ion betiueon different 

sections of tho middle c l a s s , especially between the 

'old middle c l a s s ' comprising small producers, a r t i s a n s , 

farmers and peasants and the 'new middle c l a s s ' 

comprising c l e rks , supervisors, technicians and government 

23 o f f i c i a l s , When capitalism developed, then petty 

bourgeoisie consisting of a r t i sans shopkeepers e tc» , 

gradually decayed. In i t s place there arose the 'new 

petty bourgeoisie ' consisting of mainly office uoipkers, 

managers of business establishment and c i v i l servants , 

"In countries where modern c iv i l i za t ion has become 

fully developed a new class of petty bourgeois has been 

formed, fluctuating between pro le ta r ia t and bourgeoisie 

and ever renewing i t s e l f as a supplementary part of 

boUI^gaoi8ie soc ie ty" , 

2 3 , T,8ottomore, e t a l , e d s , . At Dictionary of Marxist 
T/ipuqht (England, 1983), p,333, 

24 , Karl l^arx and F,Engels, op«c i t . . p.lOB, 
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Though Marx's social thought centered round 

mainly tuio classes i . e , bourgeoisie and p r o l e t a r i a t , he 

did not t o t a l l y negleSt the existence of an in-between 

s t r a t a , 

"Marx did not deny that betueen c a p i t a l i s t s 
and prole tar ians there are today a number of 
intermediate groups— a r t i s a n s , pe t i t e bourgeoisie, 
merchants, peasant landowners. But he made two 
statements. F i r s t , along with the evolution of 
the c a p i t a l i s t regime, there wil l be a tendency 
towards c rys ta l l i za t ion of social re la t ions into 
two groups and only two* t h i ^ c a p i t a l i s t s on 
the one hand, and the prole tar ians on the 
o the r . Two classes and onliy two represent a 
poss ib i l i t y for a p o l i t i c a l regime and an 
idea of a social r eg ime" ,^ 

Marx referreed to several socia l classes l ike 

the bourgeoisie, petty bourgeoisie, lumpen pro le ta r ia t 

and r i ch , poor and middle peasants in his wr i t ings . In 

Revolution and counter revolution in Germany, 

"Marx distinguished the following c l a s se s : 
the feudal nob i l i ty , the bourgeoisie, the 
pe t i t e bourgeoisie, the upper and middle 
peasantry, the free lower peasantry, the slave 
peasantry, the agr icu l tura l labourers and the 
indus t r ia l workers, in T^e Class Struoole in 
France^ the l i s t is as followss financial 
bourgeoisie. Industr ia l bourgeoisie. Pet i te 
boujrgeoisie, Peasant Class, Proletarian c l a s s , 
and f inal ly what he ca l l s the lumpen 
p r o l e t a r i a t , which more or l e s s corresoonds 
to what we ca l l the sub-pro le ta r i a t " , 

2 5 , Raymond f^ron, MgJA PMgKn^g ^n Sp.9to3i9q4g3l T^gMght, 
(Elngland, 1965Tip.117. 

26 . Ibi,d.. pp,164-165, 
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In the early stagiS of indus t r ia l iza t ion in 

Br i t a in , there were on the one hand 'Petty bourgeoisie ' 

class comprising petty producers, and big bourgeoisie ' 

consisting of big indust r ia l c a p i t a l i s t s . The big 

bourgeoisie controlled large scale capi ta l uihereas petty 

bourgeoisie controlled small scale c a p i t a l , "In 

England modern society is indisputably most highly and 

c lass ica l ly deVBloped in economic s t r u c t u r e . Nevertheless, 

even here the s t r a t i f i c a t i o n of classes does not appear 

in i t s pure foim, Middle and intermediate s t r a t a even 

27 
here ob l i t e ra te l ines of demarcation"* 

I t 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 t imes, different types of social 

s t r a t i f i c a t i o n existed in Europe, l i ke Knights and 

s l aves . However, the middle ages witnessed the existence 

of feudal lords and barons. New classes appeared in 

modern bourgeois soc ie ty . 

27 , Ernst Fischer, £pj{CiJt.», p»69, 



30 

In England, origin of middlQ class can be 

traced back to the aduent of t raders as a separate group 

of people in fourteenth century, "In England in the 

fourteenth century the emergenco of the t rader as a 

separate social and functional category formed the f i r s t 

28 
step in the r i se of a middle c l a s s " , Intcoiuction of 

cap i t a l i s t mode of production resulted in the emergence 

of middle c l a s s . Industr ia l reuolution helped in the 

c rys t a l l i za t ion of the middle c l a s s . In the course of time 

along with t r a d e r s , manufacturers emerged as a separate 

group, Middle class originated in trade and industry 

and l a t e r on in other f ields l ike education, legal 

system e t c . Economic and technological changes led to 

the emergence of middle c l a s s . 

Establishment of colonies and trade with 

colonies encouraged commerce and trade and f inal ly broke 

feudal system, With the discovery of A,merica, precious 

metals were imported from t h e r e , "Manufacture and the 

mouemont of production in genoral received an enormous 

impetus through the extension of intercourse which came 

with the discovery of America and the sea-route to the 
t •ma^*-*'-*' • ^ • ^ •^-w 

2 8 , B,B,Nisra, The Indian Middle Classes Their Growth 
ir\ npdBij\Jisrva_8. (New Delhi, 1961 ) , p . 4 , 
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Eas t I n d i e s , The neui products imported t h e n c e , 

p a r t i c u l a r l y the masses of gold and s i l v e r which came 

i n t o c i r c u l a t i o n had t o t a l l y changed the p o s i t i o n of the 

c l a s s e s towards one ano the r i dea l ing a hard blow t o 

29 
feudal landed proper ty and t o the workers" , World 

market was e s t a b l i s h e d by modefcn i n d u s t r y . The market 

led t o the development of commerce. Th i s development 

l ed t o the ex tens ion of indus t ry and growth and development 

of t h e i n d u s t r i a l b o u r g e o i s i e , "The discovery of America, 

t h e rounding of the cape , opened up fresh ground for 

t h e r i s i n g b o u r g e o i s i e " . 

Under feudal s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e , product ion was 

t h e monopoly of g u i l d s . But with t h e expansion of new 

marke t s , gu i ld masters were replaced by manufacturing 

middle c l a s s , '•The feudal system of indus t ry in which 

i n d u s t r i a l product ion was monopolized by closed g u i l d s 

now no longer suff iced for the growing wants bf the 

new marke t s . The manufacturing system took i t s p l a c e . 

The gu i ld -mas t e r s were pushed on one s i d e by the 

31 

manufacturing middle c l a s s " . This manufacturing 

middle c l a s s performed intermediary r o l e between owners 

of the means of product ion and workers . 2 9 , Plarx & Elngels,T,he ,Germar^jdooloQV (noscow,197S), 
p p , 7 7 - 7 8 , """ 

3 0 , Bottomore & Rube l ( ed . ) .Kar l .l^ai^^tSe^Lect^ed 

(England ,1956) ,p ,137 , " ' " ' 
3 1 . i k A d A , p . 1 3 7 , 
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lUOim niODLE CLASS 

Middle class emerged in India during Bri t i sh 

Colonial Rule, Emergonce of middle class in India as 

well as in ftssanii cannot be understood outside the 

imperial ist context . It emerged in India during 

Colonial period with the establishment of legal and 

educational ins t i tu t ions by the Br i t i sh , The intention 

of the Bri t i sh co lon ia l i s t s was to intensify t h e i r 

economic exploi tat ion in India, Their advent led to a 

change in the then exis t ing po l i t i c a l and economic system 

of the country. The Br i t i shers transplanted into India 

^^ei r own administrative and legal i n s t i t u t i o n s , 

"Ideas and Ins t i tu t ions of a middle-class social order 

were imported into India, They did not grow from within. 

They were implanted in the country without a comparable 

32 
development in i t s economy and social i n s t i t u t i o n s " . 

I n i t i a l l y , the Br i t i she- r s l e f t the 

administration in Indian hands through 'dual system' . 

Gradually dual system was abolished and company brought 

under i t s control almost a l l aspects of administrat ion. 

The Bri t ish rule in India u©s mercant|j| | | in character , 

and i t aiijted at fu l f i l l ing the in t e res t s of i t s merchants, 

32, B,B,Mi8ra, The Indian Widdlo Classes Their Growth 
•in Moderq Times {waw Delhi,1978T7 P«11 . 
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Introduction of new revenue system and private 

property in land, brought into existence landlords and 

peasants . Firs t group of landlo3xis came into being in 

the year 1793 along with the introduction of permanent 

Land Settlement, It was Introduced by Lord Cornwallis, 

Under t h i s system, zamindars and revenue col lec tors 

became landlords and they had to give 9/10th of the 

rent to the s t a te which they received from the peasantry. 

They kept only l / lOth for themselves. The Br i t i shers 

made the IrsJians to pay t a x e s . Those who acted as tax 

col lec tors in Pre-Bri t ish socie ty , turned into landlords 

during Colonial r u l e . The change which was brought by 

the Br i t i sh in the then exist ing land system, made ̂ UB 

intermediaries or revenue col lec tors the owners of 

land. Ear l i e r on, a v i l lage as a u^ole, paid to the 

s t a t e a specif ic portion of i t s produce. But the 

Br i t i shers introduced money payment system. 

They established courts for s e t t l i ng disputes 

among various gjroups, which in the pre-Bri t ish days 

was done by Village Panchayats, With the establishment 

of Civil and Criminal Courts, a new middle c lass group 

comprising lawyers (Waqil) emerged, Writers, publishers 

and pr in te rs emerged along with the se t t ing up of 

Indian Press , Thus, during colonial era educated middle 
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c lass and middle c lass in Commercial and Industr ia l 

sectors evolved. Creation of an educated class was a 

part of t h e i r colonial policy, which they thought would 

help them in running the administrative machinery. 

Establishment of educational i n s t i t u t i ons resulted in 

the evolution of a group of educated people who, 

aimed at grabbing posit ions in offices or in big 

establishments. Educated middle c lass in India refers 

to that group of people who got the opportunity for 

educating themselves through the medium of English, 

Bengal was the f i r s t presidency in India to get exposed 

tfa the Western influence. Therefore, the group of 

educated people f i r s t cams out in Bengal and l a t e r on 

i t spread over to other areas of the country. This 

group took act ive part in a l l sor ts of p o l i t i c a l 

movements, including na t ional i s t movement, 

A,lmost a l l the leaders of na t ional i s t «tKl 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 

33 a l t e rna t ive to the a r i s tocracy" . During colonial era 

middlenrclass groups included lawyers, office c l e rks , 

33 , B,B,Hiara, The Indian P o l i t i c a l Par t ies » ft.n 
Hist_o.rj..cal <Vr\alvsis of Pp^.l<rical Behaviour upto 
1947 (New Delhi, 1 97617PV4QV'" 
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teachers^ wr i t e r s , t r ade r s , j o u r n a l i s t s , and professionals . 

In the t h i r t i e s of the nineteenth century, 

various p o l i t i c a l organizations l ike the 'Zamindar 

ftssociation of Calcutta* (1838) and the 'Br i t i sh India 

Society ' came imto being, Indian branch of t h i s society 

which was known as 'Bengal Bri t i sh India Society' was 

also formed by some Bengali educated people, Ân 

ftssociation comprising the educated landlords was formed 

in 1i85l, which was known as 'Br i t i sh Indian Associa t ion ' . 

All these associat ions and organizations were formed by 

the middle class of the socie ty . In the absence of 

p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s , at tha t time these associat ions 

acted as a l ink between the co lon ia l i s t s and the Indian 

masses. 

The e a r l i e r organizations encouraged higher 

education and had a moderate a t t i t u d e . But the 

associat ions which emerged in the IBTO's differed from 

e a r l i e r organi»ations on the ground that these 

organizations had a reformist a t t i t u d e . By 1870'8, the 

Indian middle class became po l i t i ca l ly conscious, 

especial ly the Bengalee middle class (the baboos) or the 

bhadralok (respectable people) , consistirJg of the 
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higher castes of Bengal, The upper middle c l a s s , and 

highly educated people had a tendency to collaborate uiith 

the B r i t i s h , But tho louer middle c l a s s , on the other 

hand, demanded Indapondence, The lower middle c lass with 

t h e i r revolutionary a t t i t u d e , part icipated in the party 

po l i t i c s of the country in a different way than that of 

the upper middle c l a s s , which had a collaboratiue 

a t t i t u d e , Middle class played an Important role in 

national movemanta 
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ERRLY INHfVBITRNTS OF ASSAM 

The h i s t o r y o f Assam can be d i v i ded i n t o t h ree 

p e r i o d s - the a n c i e n t , medieval and modern. The medieval 

pe r iod s t a r t s u i t h the advent of the Ahoms, And the 

modern per iod began roughly from the t ime of 

c o n s o l i d a t i o n o f B r i t i s h paramountcy over Assam i n the 

n ine teen th c e n t u r y . In order t o understand the l i f e and 

c o n d i t i o n s o f the people o f medieval and modern p e r i o d , i t 

i s necessary t o g ive a b r i e f re fe rence t o t he i n h a b i t a n t s 

o f anc ien t Assam, 

Assam, the easternmost s t a t e o f I nd ia was 

e a r l i e r known as P r a g j y o t i s a , In the medieval t imes i t 

was known as Kamrup, The modern name o f t he s t a t e i s 

Assam, I t was a f t e r the a r r i v a l o f the Ahoms t h a t Kamrup 

came t o be known as 'Asam' which means unequa l . 

Popu la t ion o f Assam i s heterogeneous 

c o n s i s t i n g o f peoples o f d i f f e r e n t races and t r i b e s . 

People from N o r t h w e s t and East have come t o Assam and 

s e t t l e d . People belonging t o d i f f e r e n t e t h n i c groups 

l i k e the A u s t i i c s , D r a v i d i a n g , the Aryans and the 

T i b e t o Burmans, entered Assam a t d i f f e r e n t i n t e r v a l s , 

from t imes immemoria l . For seve ra l c e n t u r i e s , v a l l e y s 
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and h i l l areas of north-eastern India were exposed to 

large scale invasion. Due to t h i s invasion, the province 
1 

of ftssam turned into a museum of n a t i o n a l i t i e s . 

The Austrics from Indo China, the Drauidians, the 

Indo-Aryans and the Siamese-Chinese section of the 

nongoloids, the Thai t r ibes of the Ahoms and such other 

divi^rse elements became Indianised specially in the 

2 
Brahmaputra Valley, The mutual interact ion among these 

diverse elements contributed much in building up Assamese 

culture and soc ie ty . 

The cul tura l synthesis of various t r i b a l groups 

l ike the Bodos, the Rabas, the Tiuias, the f i sh ings , 

Karbis, Dimasas, Chutiya, Moran, Miri, Naga (some of these 

groups belonged t o the different branches of Mongoli^f^ 

fccuke) led to the development of Assamese cu l tu r e , 

Assamese nat ional i ty is a heterogeneous community 

comprising these t r i b a l groups. Different ethnic groups 

carae, se t t l ed and mixed with the local t r i b a l people 

at different times and merged into a community knou/n 

1 , S ,K.Chaube , iiiU^^oUt.ifiSjB.J-SStJidia^si.JadA^^ 
(Calcutta, 1973Tp .1 . 

2 , T,C,Sarnna, "Assam Through the Ages" in Pankaj 
Thakur,ad,» indJi^aJ^j;JojtjT-£a§^t, (Tinsukia, 1982), 
pp.114-115. 



39 

as •Assamese', For about 450 years , the Bodos and the 

Ahoms contended for supremacy and ultimately t h i s led to 

a gradual merger of both the races into a single Assamese 

apeakijig people, "The lataimedieval period of Assam saw 

the formation of an Assamess speaking nation with 

independent existence in the Brahmaputra Valley with i t s 

own regional i nd iv idua l i t i e s . During the period the 

autochthonous Bodo race together with the Auetric elements 

and the Ahoms were finally welded with the Aryan Hindu 

s e t t l e r s of the valley into a single people •• the Asamiya 

or the Assamese people". 

In the medieval period, Assam was knoMi as Kainru|p, 

The kingdom of Kamrup was established by Pusyavarman in 

the fourth century. I t gained strength during the ireign 

of Bhaskaxvax^an in the seventh century, Chinese pilgrim^ 

Wtma TttSang, p&ia a v i s i t t o India during h i s xeign, Tha 

vametA dyfesty came to an end with the death of 

Bhaskaxvaxnan wbo l ived U F ^ U at l ea s t 65S hji» Since 

h i s 8Ucc^s<oxs were not coapchent enoxj^^ t h i s led to ths 

downfall of the wanaan dynasty. I t was replaced fay Pala 

dynasty In the i a t a r par t of tenth csntury with 
• • • ' ^ a l l - * <m>» Miit^ • » « < # - - « . J V itfi» • • * ^ 

3 , T,C,Shajnta, "Ths CtiiturB and CSviliiatiOin of Assam" 
in Nagen Saikia , ed«, Asjsaa and tha_ M^i^pae, Hind, 
(DoThat, 19S0}, pp^9-^ t3 , " 

4 . EJ^a i t , ft ^History of ftssam <Gauhati,t9135,^eprint 
1981), pjl9. 
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Brahmapal as i t s king. Around the beginning of the 

twelfth century, the Pala dynasty also came to an end. 

The f i r s t 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 for a feu years unt i l the 

Koches came to pouier. 

Prior to the advent of the Ahoms, the s ta te of 

Assam was ruled by various dynasties which included 

Koches, ehutiyas, Kacharias, Kamata e t c . The te r r ibory 

now known as the province of Assam was not always ruled 

by kings of the same dynasty. Different kingdoms such as 

Pragjyotishpur, Kamata, Sonitpur, Chutiya kingdom, 

Kachari kingdom e t c , , comprising different geographical 

a reas , flourished at different t imes . However, a s table 

government could not be foumed at that time due to constant 

struggle among the princes, 

THE AHon RULE 

Prior to the advent of the Br i t i sh , the 

Brahmaputra Valley was ruled by the Ahoms, Around the 

end of twelfth century, the Ahom power was r is ing in 

northern Assam, In the early part of th i r t een th century 
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along with Ahoms, the chu t iyas and kacha r i s and numerous 

p e t t y ch i e f s who were known as Bhuyans ruled some p a r t s 

of Assam, The Ahom r u l e in Assam da te s back t o t h i r t e e n t h 

c e n t u r y . 

The Ahome, a Mao-Shan branch of the Ta i race of 

upper Burma, ruled ouer the Brahmaputra Valley for about 

600 y e a r s , came t o Assam in the ea r ly pa r t of t h i r t e e n t h 

century under the l e ade r sh ip of Sukapha and foinded t h e 

Ahom kingdom. The smal l s t a t e s , which emerged a f t e r the 

dec l i ne of Kamrup, were brought by them under a s i n g l e 

government. They succeeded t o some ex ten t in br inging 

back the p o l i t i c a l uni ty of Brahmaputra Va l l ey , 

The Ahoms brought with them t h e i r own c u l t u r e , 

r e l i g i o n and c i v i l i z a t i o n . The 'S ino Tibe tan Thai 

Speech' (a new speech) was brought t o India by t h e Ahoms, 

They f i r s t introduced the system of keeping records of 

e v e n t s . They had a deep sense of h i s t o r y , "The A>homs had 

t h e h i s t o r i c sense very fu l ly developed, and many of t h e 

p r i e s t s and nobles maintained Buranj is or C h r o n i c l e s , 

which were w r i t t e n up from time t o t ime and which 

conta in a c a r e f u l , r e l i a b l e and continuous n a r r a t i v e 
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of t h e i r r u l e " . They accepted ftssam as t h e i r own l a n d . 

They adopted Hinduism as t h e i r r e l i g i o n and accepted 

l o c a l Assamese language as t h e i r l anguage , "The Ahoms 

were Buddhists but married l o c a l g i r l s and adopted l o c a l 

language and r e l i g i o n " , Hou/ever, they did not t o t a l l y 

d i sca rd t h e i r own r e l i g i o n and customs even a f t e r 

accep t ing Hinduism, "Even a f t e r t h e i r acceptance of 

Hinduism, the Ahoms did not completely give up t h e i r 

r e l i g i o n and t h e i r customs. On ascending the th rone every 

king assumed two names, one in Assamese Hindu form and the 

o t h e r in Ahom", But, g r a d u l l y , by seventeenth cen tu ry , 

they gave up t h e i r own language and r e l i g i o n . They 

absorbed what was bes t amongst t h e conquered race and, 

in course of t i m e , t h e y became a pa r t and pa rce l of the 

Assamese peop le , 

Sukhapha, t he founding f a the r of the Ahom 

kingdom and h i s descendants ru led over Assam from 1228 

t o 1826 A,D, Despi te many powerful c h a l l e n g e s , t he Ahoms 

r e t a ined t h e i r con t ro l over Assam t i l l t he advent of the 

6 , A.K,Das, Asĵ amVs, ftpPHY* ft,,-SQg-io-£^-Cono.riii.c,a.n^ 
PjaXliAcalJkialy^sis (New De lh i , 1982) , p , 1 2 , 

7 , S ,K.Bhuyan, An,Qj.or:A,s„sapiese, Relat i o n s , ,1 TTlrdSi^ 
(Gauhat i , ig"49yr*p',14, " 
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B r i t i s h , From t h i r t e e n t h t o f i f t e e n t h c e n t u r i e s , they 

engaged themselves in conquering the neighbouring t r i b e s 

such as Morans and Borah i s , The Ahoms brought them under 

t h e i r domination along with some s e c t i o n s of (\iagas and 

Kachar i s , 

From s i x t e e n t h century onwards, the Ahoms 

s t a r t e d expanding t h e i r empire with the annexat io n of the 

kingdom of the Chutiyas by the Ahom king Suhungmung or 

Dihingia Raja , They brought bnder t h e i r con t ro l t h e Bhuyan 

c h i e f t a i n s a l s o uiho a t t h a t time were r u l i n g the North 

bank of t h e Brahmaputra, The Ahoms brought under t h e i r 

suay r i v a l s l i k e Chutiyas and h i l l peop le , inc luding the 

Nagas and the Mik i r s , and gradua l ly they conquered t h e 

whole of t h e Brahmaputra Va l l ey , In 1708 AiJD,, t h e Kachari 

and the 3 a i n t i a Kingdoms were annexed by the Aihom 

Kingdom, 

DOU)NFA.LL OF AHOM KINGDOM 

From t h e middle of e igh t een th s e n t u r y , t h e Ahom 

Kingdom began t o crumble due t o tmny ineff i t» iant r u l e r s . 

file:///iagas
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The Ahoms did not have capable and competent monarchs 

a f te r Rudra Singh, From the middle of eighteenth century, 

Contradictions s tar ted developing between the ruling 

nobi l i ty and the peasantry because the l a t e r u/as 

harassed by the nobi l i ty through imposition of heavy tax 

on them. This increasing exploi tat ion compelled the 

peasantry to revolt against the nob i l i t y . Revolts by the 

peasants destroyed the Ahom Kingdom during the years 

1770-1809, Again,contradict ions developed among the ruling 

class i t s e l f . 

In the middle of eighteenth century, the 

Moamoriahs (a rel igious sect) gained strength and revolted 

twice against the Ahoms, Gradually, rebell ion broke out 

a l l over Assam, Final ly , the Bri t i sh sent troops under 

Capt, T,Welsh for controll ing the rebe l l ion . The 

noamoriahs were defeated in 1792, Capt.Welsh fel t that 

people may again revolt because of the over oppressive 

nature of the King, He real ised the need for keeping a 

brigade of Bri t i sh troops in Assam and i t was done 

according with the consent of the then prevailing 

nobi l i ty group. Lord Comwallis was the Governor General 

at tha t t ime. But the Governor who succeeded Lord 

Cornuiallis ordered the Bri t i sh troop to return to 

Calcutta in 1794, 
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The u i t h d r a u a l of B r i t i s h t r o o p s l ed t o confusion 

and d i s o r d s r . In the midst of genera l d i s o r d e r and a 

c h a o t i c s i t u a t i o n , an Ahom nob le , Badan Chandra Barphukan, 

sought help from the Burmese, This l ed t o t h e d e s t r u c t i o n 

of Ahom Kingdom, After h i s death in 1819 A,D, , Ahom 

Kingdom was inv/aded and occupied by the Burmese, A re ign 

of t e r r o r p reva i l ed during t h e Burmese ru l e and some 

Assamese euen l e f t the country and took s h e l t e r in 

Goalpara and Rangpur which were under B r i t i s h t e r r i t o r y 

§t t h a t t i m e , "The oppress ions a»f t h e Burmese became more 

and more unbearable , , . not onjjy did they rob everyone 

who had anything worth t a k i n g , but they want—only burnt 

down v i l l a g e s , and even temples , , , , many fled t o the 

h i l l s and t o D a i n t i a , rianipur and o the r c o u n t r i e s " . 

In t h e wake of Burmese and B r i t i s h i n v a s i o n s , Ahom ru l e 

in the country came t o an end . The B r i t i s h e r s ousted the 

Burmese and brought the va l l ey under t h e i r dominion in 

1826 . 

The advent of (Muslims in Assam a l s o brought a 

fundamental change in the s o c i a l sys tem. Soc ia l 

s t r a t i f i c a t i o n could be found in t h e medieval period with 

the n o b i l i t y a t t he t o p , t r a d e r s at the middle and 

8 , El,Qait, 9fl .|Cit .y pp ,231—232, 
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peasan t ry a t the bottom of s o c i a l h i e r a r c h y . The ftssamese 

soc ie ty underwent t r ans fo rma t ion in the middle of 

seventeenth century during t h e fthom-f^ughal c o n f l i c t . 

The nughals brought a change in the s o c i o - c u l t u r a l sphere 

of Assamese s o c i e t y . When t h e Mughals invaded Assam, the 

Ahoms adopted many a s p e c t s of the c u l t u r e of the Nughals . 

Many c u l t u r a l elements of the Mughals pe rco la ted in to 

the Assamese ujay of l i f e . 

The Ahoms t r i e d t o r e s t r u c t u r e t h e i r s o c i o ­

p o l i t i c a l system on t h e l i n e of the Mughal sys tem. The 

•ystem of a r rang ing pa iks i n t o d i f f e r e n t Khels with some 

o f f i c e r s , had some s i m i l a r i t i e s with Mansabdari system 

of the n u g h a l s . The hisbory of the Ahoms of the seventeenth 

century was mainly the h i a i o r y of Ahom—Mughal c o n f l i c t . 

The Nughals invaded Assam t o extend t h e i r t e r r i t o r i e s 

g 
fur ther to the east , 

SOCIAL STRATIFICATION DURING 
THE AHOM PERIOD 

T r a d i t i o n a l Ahom s o c i e t y was s t r a t i f i e d in to 

numerous c a t e g o r i e s . There were seven c l ans (Phoids) 

of the Ahoms, The f i r s t t h r e e were (1 ) Raja (of roya l 

9 , S,K,Bhuyan, og^Pji t , , p , 4 . 
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l i neage ) , ( i i ) Buragohain (minister eanior) and Borgohain 

(minister j u n i o r ) . There is difference of opinion about the 

l a s t four clans of the /\homs. 

Three categories of people could generally be 

found in the pre-flri t ish Assamese soc ie ty . The Varna 

system shaped and moulded the social system of the then 

Assamese socie ty , Accordingly, higher caste consti tuted 

the upper class of the socie ty , "Prior to the coming of 

the Br i t i sh t h i s area was archaic in character and feudal 

in s t ruc tu re . There were three main s t r a in in Assamese 

society v i z , , p r i e s t s or Brahmins, Gosains (including 

some Kayasthas and Kal i tas ) , Dangorias (nobil i ty and 

high ranking o f f i c i a l s ) and Paiks or laguas (commoners 

and s l aves ) " . 

During fthom ru le , Kingship was heredi tary . In the 

administrative echelon, the king was the supreme head, 

"The king had to be selected from one of the following 

royal lineages— Oihingiya, Charingiya, Tungkhungiya, 

11 
Namrupiya, Samaguriya, Tipamiya and Parvatiya", King 

had a council of three ministers uiho were known as 

10, S,M,DubBy, ed , , N,qrth East ,In.dAa, ~ A Sqcioloqical 
.Study (Delhi, 1978177^217 

1 1 , Indira Barua, Social Relations in ,An Ahom Villaqe 
(New Delhi, 1978), p .18 . ^ 
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gohalns. The office of each of the Gohalns were the 

monopoly of par t i cu la r family or olan. These posts were 

to be f i l led up only with the men of t ha i r own reepeotiue 

dynast lae . The representation of different fthom olans or 

phoids wae an important faotor in the granc of 

appointments. 

The king had a council of three min is te r s - the 

Gohains, They performed advisory functions and king Was 

ass i s ted by them. The king had t o consult them on a l l 

Important mat ters . But some kings such as Pratap Singh« 

Gadadhar Singh and Rudra Singh appear to haws follou/ed 

t h e i r own wishes ignd^inQ the opinions of the nobles. 

Uhile some Other kinge l ike Sudaipha and KantaleM^r Singhf 

13 acted according to the advice of co tnc i l of ministers* 

Tho advisors t o the king in the Ahom eysteoi of 

adflilnitftiatiofi i^ re knoun undsc the col lec t iye name of 

•Patra PJantrl*, The most Ijnportant offices WSJSB thK»se of 

Buxagahain, Sotgohain, ^tpatvage^inf 8a]±»rua and 

in other inoxtis the privUsgsd dkAsm* Tte king caet^d be 

snthrraTsd or dethxoned by the f i^s t three* Tlwtigih the 

1 2 . S,K,8hayan, A fim^pf Jjf ^ f ^ a ^ 1^r:f<ffi» 0 e l h t , 
1933 TepTitA 1 9 ^ J , p«30CfX« 

1 3 , £d«ard Galty A H%J[:|M!Y t^f Aggam ^ a t t s a t l , 1 ^J5 
repr in t 19ef) , p , ^ . 
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king was t h e haad of t h e whole e d i f i c e , he hardly enjoyed 

a b s o l u t e power. In oase of misuse of royal p r e r o g a t i v e , 

t h e counci l of m i n i s t e r s could even rsmave the monarch* 

O r i g i n a l l y t h e r e were only two high o f f i c e s -

Buragohain and Borgohain» In t h e r e ign of Suhungmung 

(Oihingia Raja) a t h i r d i . e . , t h e Barpat ra gohain was 

i n c o r p o r a t e d , "During the period from 1603 t o 1648, t h e 

m i l i t i a system was thoroughly re formed with a view t o 

f o n f r e n t i n g t h e nughal invas ion* The Bta te became mora 

c a n t r a i i s e d in t h a t p r o c e s s . Two new o f f i c e s - t hose of 

t h e Barphukan and Barbarua were c r e a t e d , t h u s r a i s i n g t h e 

nuntier of Patra-Manfcri t o f i v e " . 

The Barphukan had a c o i n c i i of s i x s t toordinate 

pfn&atw. Each Phukan l i k e CtaJbiya P h t ^ n and Oska Phtican 

had diffetsnfc Tane^lonB t o f^rform. These Phtrtcan© were 

«wnstilt©d by Barphukan in a l l important m a t t e r e . Second 

h ighes t p o s i t i o n were occ t^ ied by the Baruas , The 

Barbarua wielded g rea t pmiex being t h e head of j u d i c i a i y . 

The Barbarua was t h e Chief 3tJ«*ica of t h e e-niixe Atom 

Kingdtsm^ Thaare were ntaraarouB tather o f f i c i a l s in the 

f^vitti tlMftem of ad iBin is t ra t ion i l k a Rajkhoua*, Katafeis, 

1A, A>,Gtjha, *The AJuom flalltical SystemJ flin Emiuiry Jaifco 
t h e S t a t e foirmationi P ioeees in ftedieval immB^f 
S p c i a l Sclafttiaib COecember 1983>, p . f . 
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Kakatis and Oolois , The appointments for the posts l ike 

Barbarua and Barphukan were not hereditary and were npen to 

persons of any l ineage . Higher classes of non-Ahom ci t izens 

were also appointed in some posts which were not connected 

with mili tary se rv ice . All the positions of mili tary 

system were occupied by the Ahom Kings and t he i r 

descendants. Generally only minor posts were offered to 

non-Ahom, Baruaship was offered to non-^homs be he a 

Hindu or a Muslim, 

During Ahom rule the adult male population in the 
* 

16—50 age group was regis tered as s t a te paiks to retidBr 

services to the s t a t e . However, nobles, p r i e s t s and 

people belonging to high castes were excluded from these . 

These paiks in normal times had to serve as labourer and 

had to serve as so ld is r during time of war. Families 

emerged along with the introduction of paik system, Paiks 

were organised into ' g o t s ' . Consisting generally of 

four pa iks , Paiks were further arranged into ' k h e l s ' , 

Each khel had to render specif ic services to the s ta te 

as revenue col lec t ing , arrow making, house building e t c , 
^ Paiks were the manual servants . They enjoyed r e n t -

free tenure in return for t h e i r services to the s t a t e , 
*̂ *' Three to four paiks constituted a 'got* , 

*•«* Khel was an administrative unit under the Ahoms 
headed by a Phukan or a Barua and commanded by 
off icers v i z , , Rajkhowas, Hazarikas, Saikias and 
Boras, 
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The important khels were placed in charge of a 

Phukan, and those khels uihich were not of much importance 

were placed in charge of a Rajkhouia or a Barua, Barua uias 

a administrative head, •'The military—cum-civil- o f f i ce r s -

they had control a lso over the administration of jus t ice 

in respect of the men under them— formed a chain of 

comnand fsom the top douinuiards, (V Phukan was in command 

of a diuision (khel) of 6,000,a Hazarika of a thousand, 

a Saikia (centurian) of a hundred and a Bora (headman.) of 

15 20 militiamen," The power on the part of the paiks to 

nominate or dismiss t h e i r Boras, Sa ik ia ' s or Hazarikas, 

helped them to save themselves from the oppressive 

elements of the s t a t e . 

During fthom ru l e , the aristocracy consisting of 

Rajas and nobles, had hereditary es ta tes on which the 

slaves and bondsman carried on cu l t i va t ion . In the 

lower echelons of ar is tocracy there were the Chamua Paiks, 

who were not required to render manual service of any 

kind to the s t a t e because of t h e i r good b i r t h , Wen of 

good castes including t r a d e r s , a r t i s a n s , scribes could 

be clLtibed into t h i s Chamua paik category. They, unlike 

IS* i b i d ^ , p , e , 

**** Bondsman refers to that group of people who 
mortgaged t h e i r labour. 
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the pa iks , had a different s ta tus and randarsd non-manual 

service to the s t a t e in accordance with t h e i r s k i l l s and 

s ta tus or had to pay taxes in l i eu of such se rv ices . 

Though the main occupation of these Chamua paiks were 

trade yet sometimes cul t iva t ion was also carried on with 

the help of slaves by the Chamua paiks . They had neither 

the s ta tus of privileged nobles hor labouring pa iks . 

Apparently, i t seems that th i s Chamua paiks had an 

in-between s t r a t a in soc ie ty . But they did not form a 

separate class in Assamese society. These Chamua paiks 

of p re -^ r i t i sh Assamese society did not get salary in 

return of t h e i r service to the s t a t e . They got land or 

slaves in return for t h e i r se rv ice . They could bo 

considered as lower cadre of nobi l i ty and not middle 

c l a s s , though they occupied a middle position in the 

socio-economic hierarchy. Because they were not salar ied 

employees in s t a t e service "In pre-Bri t ish Assamese 

socie ty , pract ica l ly there was no middle class standing 

between the nobility and the peasantry. Even the 

l i t e r a t i and potty o f f ic ia l s in the s t a t e service were not 

employed on a sa lar ied basis but were instead rewarded 

with lands, slaves and s e r f s . They, therefore , 

* Chamuas were the respectable paiks , 

16 . J^M*t P .23 , 
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const i tutod the louier Bchslons of the nobil i ty i^*, the 

17 Chamua s ta tus group within i t , not a middle c l a s s " . 

The Chamuas could work in petty offices in the 

mi l i t i a and bureaucratic establishment. Sometimes even 

some peasant paiks were exempted from manual service by 

vir tue of tho i r holding petty offices and thereby 

promoting them to t h i s Chamua group. Some Chamuas even 

did not have to render non-^nanual service or in other 

words they were freed from doing t h i s . They were known 

as a-Paj_kan Chamuas (non-Paiks), The 'Chamua Paiks ' as 

wall as the 'Kanri Paiks ' were a l lo t t ed to different 

khels v i z , , Nautiaicha (the clan of boatman), h i l a i d a r i 

(the clan of gunman) e t c . The peasantry known as 'Kanri 

Paiks ' was the largest group during Ahom period. Services 

were rendered by the Katipi Paiks as ordinary soldiers 

and labourers . Though cul t iva t ion was t he i r main 

occupation they were a lso engaged in weaving, spinning 

e t c . They carried on cul t ivat ion in t he i r own land holdings. 

During Ahom period a parson's social s ta tus was 

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

1T, A.Guha, "Making of the Assamese riiddle Class (1825-
1905), An Unpublished paper Presented at the 
Seminar in Geography Department, NEHU, 1977, 

*-* Kauri Paiks rendered services as ordinary soldiers 
and labourers . 
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The social hierarchy of t r ad i t i ona l Assamese 

f e i s t y uas feudal in nature . In the pre-Bri t ish Assamese 

society betutesn the Oangoriyas (privileged nobles) and the 

labouring PaikSj there was a group of peaple which included 

officers l ike Hazarikas, Saiklas and Boras* They could 

not aspire to the hereditary pr ivi leges enjoyed by the 

nobles . But they did not have to do any s ta te labour l ike 

the pa iks . Therefore^ t he i r s ta tus in the society was 

such that they formed neither the upper class nor the 

lower c lass* In a sense they formed the basis of middle a 

class in /Assamese soc ie ty . But they failed to emerge 

as a viable educated middle-class group at tha t timsf 

since there was no scope in the old society for t h a t . 

Though by and large they bu i l t up the foundation of 

middlo c lass during Ahom r u l e , they were in a dormant 

dtage at t ha t time« During Br i t i sh r u l e , t h i s group 

gathered mote strength^ became mors a r t i cu l a t e and 

emerged as a viable middle-class group. 

The tanks of Bora, Saik ia , Hazatika oould be 

found not only among the Hindus but i t oould be found 

among the duslims a l s o , Cven In the present day Assaneee 

society the Muslims take these t i t l e s * Generally, higher 

posts in the Ahom system of administration were f i l l ed up 
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by people belonging to nobil i ty of the Ahom community. 

There were some posts which were occupied both by /\homs 

as well as non^^homs. Many war prisoners of the Mughal 

uass were absorbed in the mili tary and c iv i l 

administrat ion, of the fthom government. They were given 

new ranks of Bora, Saikia , Hazarika along with t he i r 

Islamic t i t l e , 

A feudal social s t ructure prevailed in p re -

Bri t i sh Assamese socie ty , inspi te of i t s ssmjj-tribal 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . As soon as the Ahoms entered Assam, thoy 

turned into feudatory l o r d s . Only t h e i r descendants could 

i 8 
occupy the i n s t i t u t i on of Kingship, People belonging 

to high caste formed upper stratum of the society and 

exploited and oppressed the lower class comprising mass 

of the people. The Servi tors (likchaus or laguas) were 

a l lo t t ed as personal attendants to royal o f f i ce r s . There 

was a great gap between nobil i ty and common people - the 

higher caste and lower cas te , forming the upper class 

and lower c lass respect ive ly . 

I B , S,K, Bhuyan, >\nQlo Assamese Rslati^ons I^TI-IBZe 
(Gauhati, 2nd edit ion 1974T, pp,250-25ir 
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THE BRITISH RULE 

The ent i re Kingdom including the eastern and 

western half of the Brahmaputra Valley formally passed 

into the hands of the Br i t i sh a f te r the conclusion of the 

Treaty of Tandaboo in 1826, King of Ava surrendered his 

claim over Assam, Cachar, Daintia and Manipur to the 

Br i t i sh government. But the Bri t ish did not take over the 

di rect administration of the whole country at once. 

Immediately af ter the withdrawal of the Burmese, the 

Br i t i sh government restored nanipur to Gambhir Singh who 

became t h e i r vas sa l . The Calcutta au thor i t i e s "declared 

on the eve of the Anglo-Burmese war tha t they would 

re ta in no part of the Brahmaputra Ualley and that they 

would es tabl ish in Assam a Government adapted to t h e i r 

19 wants and ca lcu la t ions" . But despite t h e i r commitments, 

they brought lower Assam under t h e i r dominion in 1826, and 

by 1899 they succeeded in bringing the whole of Assam 

under t h e i r con t ro l . 

During the early years dif the Bri t ish ru le , the 

Ahom nobil i ty protested against them when they los t 

almost a l l p r iv i l eges . The group of people, who formed 

the upper stratum of the society in pre-Bri t ish era 

%9., R,n,La-hij:i, The Annexation of Assam 182-WN354 
(Calcutta, 19757. 'p .1^1. 
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l o s t a l l t h e i r privi leges and powers during colonial e r a . 

The es ta tes of the nobi l i ty were taken away by the Bri t ish* 

They were offered pension and offices of lower rank in 

l i e u of t h a t . Since the position of the nobil i ty u/as 

lowered, they s tar ted revolting against the new regime. 

In 1828 A,D,, Ahom Prince, Gomadhar, and some other Ahom 

nobles and of f ic ia l s af ter him mado insuccessful attempts 

to drive out the Bri t i sh from Assam, The s ta tus of the 

Paiks was raised to some extent with the abol i t ion of the 

feudal pr ivi leges of the Ahom nobil i ty by the B r i t i s h , The 

paiks uero emancipated from the i r se rv ico , "By taking away 

t h e i r Pykes and landed es ta tes the upper classes in 

society had been reduced to poverty and brought doon to 

20 
the level of other poor people". The Ahom nobi l i ty were 

adversely affected by the abol i t ion of t he i r pr ivi leges 

by the B r i t i s h , 

The Br i t i shers annexed lower Assam f i r s t because 

i t was f e r t i l e and i t s agriculturG was in improved 

condit ion. They took seven years (l826 to 1833) to ar r ive 

at a decision regarding the administration of upper 

Assam, During 1824 fco 1833, nei ther the Br i t i shers nor 

the old Ahom ru le rs administered upper Assam, In fac t , 

2 0 , K,N,Dubta, Land|,niarks of the Frei3̂ dp,fii Struggle ip 
Assam (Gauhafci, 1956), p ,16 . 
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tha system of GovernmGnt during theso nine years uas 

neither uhol ly B r i t i s h nor fthom. An admixture of both 

21 
prevai led which led to a disorganized stats of a f f a i r s . 

This was a c r i t i c a l period for the people of upper 

Assam* Houeuer, t h i s uncertainty ended wi th the 

i n s t a l l a t i o n o f Purandar Singh as the King of upper Assam 

in 1833, But a f te r a few years, the B r i t i s h Government 

began to f ind f au l t wi th his administ rat ion and dethroned 

him in 1838, Purandar Singh uias pensioned o f f i n 1838 

and that area was also brought under B r i t i s h r u l e , 

A few years a f t e r annexation of upper 'Vssam, 

Sadiya and Matak states of the Khamtis were also brought 

under d i f ec t administrat ion of the B r i t i s h , Both the 

states were clubbed together as d i s t r i c t o f Lakhimpur, 

Gradua5.1y, whole of Assam including the pla ins as wel l 

as the h i l l areas passed under the d i rec t rule of the 

B r i t i s h , A,ssam was administered by Government of Bengal 

through a Bommissioner t i l l 1874, 

2 1 , I b i d , p ,161. 
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SOCIA.L STRMIFICMION UNULR CaONMU-ISW 

Colonial era experienced t h e grouith and 

development of va r ious s o c i a l c l a s s e s which were not 

t h e r e in p r e - c o l o n i a l e ra in India as well as in Assam, 

Emergence and ro l e of c l a s s e s became meaningful during 

c o l o n i a l period due t o the bas i c s o c i a l change in which 

they had t o play a c r u c i a l ro l e in regard t o va r ious 

p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l i s s u e s . The process of c l a s s formation 

in Assam during c o l o n i a l period was bound up with the 

gene ra l process of c l a s s formation a l l over I n d i a , 

The B r i t i s h annexed India as wel l as Assam for 

commercial pu rposes . With the advent of the B r i t i s h , 

d i f f e r e n t p a r t s of the country became economically 

t ransformed along with p o l i t i c a l s u b j u g a t i o n . New s o c i a l 

c l a s s e s came i n t o being e a r l i e r in those p laces which were-

t h e f i r s t to come under B r i t i s h i n f l u e n c e . Since the 

B r i t i s h e r s f i r s t en te red Bengal , new s o c i a l c l a s s e s 

emerged in Bengal f i r s t , "As a r e s u l t of t h e a l l i a n c e of 

B r i t i s h ru le with landlordism a new*social basis*was 

c rea ted in Bengal , Within a few years of i t s i n t roduc t i on 

t h e permanent se t t l emen t had s t imu la t ed sub^ in feuda t ion . 

I t became a marked fea tu re in t h e land system of Bengal 
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by 1806-1807, One of the objectives of the permanent 

settlement was stated to be the creation of Bengali 

middle c l a s s " . 

The Bri t i shers citeated private property in land 

in the form of Zamindary system. In agrarian sector 

landlords or zamindars occupied top most pos i t ion . 

Introduction of the system of leasing land created the 

class of tenants and sub-tenants , With the grant of the 

power to purchase and s e l l land, a class of abssAtos 

landlords emerged. Absentee landlords were connected with 

col lect ion of r en t . Absentee landlords, merchants and 

money lenders formed an intermediary group, Money lenders 

4atad as intermediaries between the peasants and the 

market, Zamindars, absentee landlords, tenants under 

2afnindai?s, peasant proprietoire divided into upper, middle 

and lower s t r a t a , modem middle class money lenders e t c , 

were soma of the new classes which evolved in the 
2 

agrarian sector of Indian society in Colonial period. 

In the beginning, the number of big zamindars 

was email . There was, however, a very large class of 

1 , Amalendu DQ,'•Bengali I n t e l l i g e n t s i a ' s Att i tudes to 
the Permanent SettlBment", S,qg,^aj_5sfenL4gi.» No,56, 
March 1977, p .19 , 

2 , ^ . R ^ e s a l , Soq^al B^okorgund of Indian National lam 
(Bombay 1948 reprint 1981), p,176. 
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small zamindara and tenure holders who formed a midaie 

Glass* These tenure holders and other middle-class people, 

who stood between the zamindars and the, cu l t i ua to r s , formed 

the socio-economic structure of Sangal during Colonial 

r u l e . 

With the establishment of educational 

i n s t i t u t i o n s , professional classes with a job seeking 

motive emerged at the a l l India level* Professional classes 

generally emerged out of those who had higher posit ions 

in caste hierarchy a l s o . High caste Hindus got the benefit 

of higher education much e a r l i e r and formed the educated 

middle-class group. Educated middle c lass refers to those 

people who received higher education throvjgh the medium of 

English and engaged themselves in varr.ous professions which 

tiame into being as a resul t of Br i t i sh r u l e . They engaged 

themselves e i the r in government offices or in business. 

The Brahmins were the f i r s t to acquire modejm edueation 
a 

and to emerge as/group of modem i n t e l l i g e n t s i a . 

New typB of politi)0Bl and administrative system, 

educatioh, cash economy ware some of the f actors which 

hslped in tho emergence of new classes in India as well 

as in Assam, These neu classes emerged with the advent 
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of t h e B r i t i s h , "The Bmergence of new s o c i a l c l a s se s in 

India was the d i r e c t consequence of the es tabl ishment 

of a new s o c i a l ©cononiy, . • - >. 

a new type 

of s t a t e system and a s t a t e a d m i n i s t r a t i u e machinery and 

3 
t h e spread of new educa t ion dur ing the B r i t i s h r u l e " . 

Various f ac to r s were rospons ib le for the 

emergence of c l a s s e s among which cash economy was one of 

the most impor tan t , Monetizat ion of t h e economy brought 

•hanges in t h e s o c i e t y by rep lac ing t h e old p r a c t i c e of 

t r a d e and exchange, with a new sys tem, With the mooet izat ion 

of economy, t h e b a r t e r system was replaced by money. 

When money came t o t h e scene , i n e q u a l i t y increased among 

t h e p e o p l e . Those who had money became t h e owners of 

means of p roduc t ion , Whoever possessed more money 

acqui red more wealth and thereby ocoLpied h igher p o s i t i o n 

in s o c i e t y . 

Education was another important f ac to r in the 

girowth of middle c l a s s , With the es tab l i shment of 

educa t iona l i n s t i t u t i o n s by the B r i t i s h a few people 

2« I b i d . , p , 1 7 4 . 
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with good financial background, got the charwe of 

educating themselvea. Assam witnessed the growth of a 

educated middle class by the turn of the nineteenth 

century. They formed a d i s t i nc t group; They availed of 

the opportunity of working in newly established tea 

planfeAtions, Their social s ta tus was such that they were 

nei ther the ruling c lass nor the labouring c l a s s . 

The Bri t i sh ru le rs selected p o l i t i c a l and 

administrative personnel from among the loca l people for 

smooth running of the administrative machinery. These 

loca l agents enjoyed power, s ta tus and wealth on the 

basis of which they were different ia ted from the masses* 

*Rai Bahadur' and 'Rai Saheb* were the t l i l e a conferred 

on the Hindu p o l i t i c a l agents , *Khan Bahadur' and *Khan 

Saheb* tiers the t i t l e s bsafcob^d on the l^uslim p o l i t i c a l 

agentSa Knighthood was also conferred on some loca l people 

who distinguished themselves in serving the imperial 

i n t e r e s t s . 

The social s t ructure of p re -€ r i t i sh Assamese 

society was fttudal in nature with the king at the top 

and the labouring masses at the bottom of social ladder , 

Hinduism was the main re l igion during Ahom period. 
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Therefore, division of society on the basis of caste 

system prevailed. But caste system had not evolved in 

Assam to such an extent as in the rest of India, It was 

super—imposed on another social s t ructure based on 

compulsory labour service and bureaucracy. Caste system 

prevai ls in Assam but i t i s not as r igid as in other 

parts of India because the t r i b a l ru lers in ea r l i e r ages 

did not maintain any caste d i f f e ren t i a t ion . 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 rel igion was 

in i t i a t ed and propounded by Shankardev (1449-1568), "The 

Waishnavite re l ig ion , which cuts across caste and creed 

d is t inc t ions and i s distinguished by cathol ic and 

l i be ra l ( s ic ) a t t i t u d e s , i s the main re l igion of the 

Assamese , , , , even very recent sociological s tudies 

conducted by the Dlbrugarh University among the rural 

communities have indicated that education, occupation 

and wealth are more important than cast© or creed in 

determining one's social s ta tus and influence". 

During the days of feudal Ahom ru le , a 

privileged microeoopic minority formed the upper stratum 

4,-= D.Doley, "Assamese Liberalism", in Nagen Saikia, 
sd,.Assam and the Assamese l^ind (Dorhat, 1960), 
pp,38-40', ' * ' '^' 
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of the soc ie ty . Prior to the advent of the Br i t i sh , the 

ruling nobil i ty and the Brahmins were the holders of 

d i s t i nc t s ta tus in socie ty , and they enjoyed many 

p r i v i l e g e s . Fi rs t of a l l , the Br i t i sh abolished the 

pr ivi leges of nob i l i t y . Consequently the king and the 

nobi l i ty of the Ahom society los t t h e i r social and p o l i t i c a l 

s t a t u s . They los t t he i r po l i t i c a l authority as ue l l as 

t he i r social pr ivi leges as soon as the Br i t i sh assumed 

p o l i t i c a l power. The socia l s ta tus of the Ahom nobi l i ty 

deterioraied with the abol i t ion of the paik system, 

"The abol i t ion of the paik system, the main stay of the 

a r i s tocracy , had a further deter iora t ing effect upon the 

social and economic l i f e of the nobi l i ty of Assam who 

suffered most of a l l at the turn of events" . The paiks 

were araancipatad from t h e i r bonda-ge. They were no 

longer required t o eervs t h e i r masters as before, Refoom 

measures adopted by the Br i t i sh freed Assamese society 

t o soma extent from the shackles of t r ad i t i ona l 

p rac t ices* 

5 , RJ1. U h l r i , JJosJsifSSSS^iOSeutLJ^^mB. (Calcutta, 
1975), p , 2 1 . 



EMERGENCE OF P1I0DLE CUSS ^ „ 
IN ASSAM 0 0 

Emergence of middle c l a s s in Assam ciannot be 

BXaplained ou t s ide t h e imper ia l c o n t e x t , B r i t i s h 

Coloniza t ion r e s t r u c t u r e d the Assamese s o c i e t y . Emergence 

of the new s o c i a l c l a s s e s in Assam was t h e consequence 

of the new type of economic, a d m i n i s t r a t i u a , l e g a l and 

educa t iona l system introduced by the B r i t i s h , 

'The process of Coloniza t ion aimed a t 
r e s t r u c t u r i n g t h i s s o c i e t y and monetizing 
i t s economy with a uieu t o making both more 
r e l evan t and useful t o imper ia l i n t e r e s t s . 
The a d m i n i s t r a t i o n , t h e Land revenue and 
t a x a t i o n po l icy as u/ell as super and in f ra 
s t r u c t u r a l growth - a l l were geared during 
the 19th century to the major t a s k of 
t ransforming the va l l ey i n t o England 's 
a g r i c u l t u r a l e s t a t e . I t was in t h a t process 
t h a t tha Assamese middle c l a s s , c o n s i s t i n g of 
businessman, p r o f e s s i o n a l s and s a l a r i e d 
employees was born from wi th in t h e given c l a s s 
s t r u c t u r e of t h e old s o c i e t y " , ^ 

Classes emerged in Assamese society during the 

B r i t i s h ru l e out of the old c l a s s d i v i s i o n . They 

included r i c h , middle and poor p e a s a n t s , l a n d h o l d e r s , 

and new middle c l a s s comj^rising t e a garden owners, 

l awye r s , t e a c h e r s , owners of bus iness e s t a b l i s h m e n t s and 

6 , A,Guha, "Making of the Assamese Middle Class 1825-
1905" (A paper presented in the Seminar on North 
East I n d i a ) , NEHU, September-October 1977, 
( unpub l i shed ) . 
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service holders , Assamese middle class as a class came 

to the soc io-pol i t i ca l scene of Assam very l a t e . Due to 

Colonial constraints and other socio-economic factors 

growth and development of middle class throughout 

nineteenth oentury remained feeble. The Br i t i shers did not 

allow local enterpreneurs to develop, Maniram Oeuan's 

case is i l l u s t r a t i g a of t h i s . I n i t i a l l y , he collaborated 

with the Br i t i sh , But l a t e r on, when he s tar ted his own 

tea garden, Br i t i shers discouraged him. In 1857, Haniram 

was executed, when he plotted to overthrow the B r i t i s h , 

"I t wi l l be an exaggeration to say that the Bri t ish 

fostered the growth of the middle class without 

r e s t r i c t i o n . In fact , anything that disturbed the tenor 

of t he i r colonial exploi tat ion was destroyed". 

The Br i t i sh rule in Assam Valley integrated the 

area into the i r colonial empire. Po l i t i ca l ly and 

cu l tu ra l ly , Assam came under the immediate impact of the 

Bengal renaissance, "The impact of Bengal on the l i f e 

and culture of the Assamese was a lso not small . The 

process which began since the closing years of the Ahom 

rule continued without any break t i l l the close of the 

7 , Hiren Gohalh, "Origins of the Assamese Middle Class", 
Social Sc ian t i ^ t . No,13, August 1973, p , 1 5 . 
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nineteenth oentury. Inepite of their aninrosity against 

l inguis t i c domination, the intel l igentsia was not slow 

in adopting Bengali dress, customs, usagesand auen food 
n 

habits". The Assamese middle Glass since then had grown 

in l ine with the middle class in Bengal and elsewhere in 

India, Pit that time the middle class in India was under 

the strong impact of i t s counterpart in England, 

The present century started with a challenge 

to the old social order where aristocracy was the mainstay 

of government. Ascription and not merit was the basis 
Administrative ma eh ins ry, 

of the Ahom/ A group of ecribes carried on of f ic ia l work 

during Ahom peritxJ, People belonglr^ to the nobility 

group of Ahom period did not form the middle-class group 

of the British pwriod. The landed caste Hindus» who had 

served the Ahom rulers as their scribes got the 

prtoHegs of etiueating ĵ heiiMHiXvee during the colonial ere , 

"The new middle class was not formed from the ranks of 

the former nobi l i ty . The advantages of British edut^ation 

and the neu avenue* of employment and trade UBXS 

cornered by caste Hindus who had served the former ruiLexa 

as their clerks and buxsauczats"* 

8« H.K. Baxpujari, ed», pQliticalt Hi^orv of Aysagf 
Vol.! (Gauhatl, 19T7), p p . i a M 2 7 , 

9« Hixen f^dtnixif oa^pijb.. p*14. 
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The Br i t i she rs wanted to estab l ish in Assam a 

new administrat ive system d i f fe ren t from that of the 

e a r l i e r one. They needed educated men to run the 

administ rat ive machinery e f f i c i e n t l y . Since number of such 

qua l i f i ed people in Assam was ins ign i f i can t at that t ime, 

they brought in Bengali middle class or baboo class 

(bhadralok) to Assam for meeting t h a i r administrat ive 

reqtlirements. The Bengali middle class was the f i r s t 

group in India to have the pr iv i lege of educating i t s e l f 

in B r i t i s h established educational i n s t i t u t i o n s . Educated 

Bengali middle class got a chance to work as clerks and 

bureaucrats not only in Bengal but in the neighbouring 

areas t o o . By the beginning of the present century these 

educated people of Bengal got an easy access in the job 

market o f neighbouring areas of Assam, Bihar and Orissa, 

This etnbittepatl the l o c a l youths of these places, "The 

enthusiaern wi th which the Bengal bhadralok accepted and 

promoted English language education, in marked contrOSfc 

t t ) the fef|3i6rt»e t j f ths lanctBd ei, it9« iA the >su7i*duricliî g 

proviftcee, gave thorn ths l i on *« share o f the new 

opportuni t ies for profaesional , administ rat ive and 

c l e r i c a l amploymant throughout eastern and northern 

Ind ia ' ' . ' ' ° 

1 0 , 3.H,Broomfia3jcl, E l i t e Conf l iq t in a Pl^uyal Society 
(Ca l i f o rn ia , 1568), p.B, 
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In medieval society of North-Cast India, generally 

three broad categories of people could bs found. Fi rs t 

group comprised the privileged aris tocri icy. The peasantry, 

including the a r t i s a n s , formed the second group. The 

se rv i l e class consisting of slavedj formed the th i rd 

group* Cultivation was the primary and sometimes an 

auxi l iary occupation of the peasantry. It was the major 

source of t h e i r income. I n i t i a l l y , t r aders and ar t i sans 

did not form a d i s t inc t social group. Slowly and 

gradually, they emerged as a separate group. 

High caste landfiiimers and rich peasants , who 

were not muc^ affected by the Bri t i sh ru l e , formed the 

base on which the modern middl8-«lass businessman 

emerged. Some of the privi leges enjoyed by these 

lanrfoii»ners were no doubt cur ta i led by the Br i t i sh but 

not a l l p r i v i l eges , "Privileged high caste landowners, 

other big landoblners uho managed to survive, and those 

peasants who exploited labour or combined craf ts and 

t rading a c t i v i t i e e ui th agr icul ture they a l l 

const i tuted the potent ia l eesd-4>ed for beu middle c lass 

« 1 busineseraan to emerge • 

1 1 , A,Gt*ia, SSJSM.* 

.«11 
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With the establishment of industr ies in ftssam 

by the Bri t ish a class of industr ia l is tB ' and pro le ta r ia t 

emerged. I n i t i a l l y , grouth and development of indust r ia l 

middle class in Assam was very slou;» ''The middle class in 

Assam originated mainly in the administrat ivej educational 

and legal system established by the Br i t i sh ru lers and 

not in trade and indus t r ia l sec to r . The grouth of the 

indus t r ia l middle c lass in Assam was veiry slow and 

tenuous because of the slow growth of indus t r ia l economy 

in the s t a t e and low degree of local par t ic ipa t ion in 

12 

economic and indus t r ia l pu r su i t s " . In the urban sec tor , 

t r a d e r s , shopkeepers, doctors , engineers and professors 

emerged. The basic economic transformation brought by the 

Br i t i sh government resulted in the emergence of these 

new c l a s s e s , "Primarily, the new classes cams into 

existence as a resul t of the basic economic transformat ion 

brought about t y varicms Aeb* 4if the Bri t i sh government 

[sxxih as the new type of land seldticms}^ the 

penetration of Indian socie ty by commercial and other 

foxcss from the outside c a p i t a l i s t uosfed, and the 

sstablishmerit of modem industr ies in India", 
12 , KAlam, "The Cmsrgencs of Indust r ia l Pliddle Class in 

Assam", in BSJ>»tt» Roy,8d«, Ths, gpp;^jyfgpp apd flp^e 
Qf. nmiG Class in, N£, Irytia (Kew DeXJhi,i9ei}fp79Q*' 

13 , k^J[i&ssi, o p . c i t , , p« 176« 
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In /^ssanif a merchant class emerged in the 

oommerciai sector whose primary function wag mainly 

import and export of goods. This numerically small and 

financially weak Bommeroial middle-class group had to 

contend with strong Marwari competition^ Establishment 

of factories and tea plantat ions resulted in the emergence 

ff indus t r ia l middle«-class groUp, The educated middle Olass 

comprised doctors , teachers , professors and managers. 

Thus, Bri t ish Colonialism led to the emergence of 

middle clas8«^ducatBd, commercial and indus t r ia l in the 

Assamese soc ie ty , Assamese society witnessed a s t ruc tura l 

transformation under Colonialism, 

Until the 1850*s« the Assamese middle class did 

not par t ic ipa te in any major conteraporaiy i ssue , Middle 

c lass in Assam emerget!! as a po l i t i ca l ly conscious group 

by the l a t e r part of nineteenth century, 

When Br i t i shers established tea plantat ions 

and other such establishments, they needed some people 

to work there as labourer . Bub only a few local 

businessman came out with the needed dapi ta l to s t a r t 

such business . The Aboms were a lso not business or ien ted . 

Nobility did not evan have capi ta l to s t a r t business 
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due to t h e i r pauperisation by the B r i t i s h , Paucity of 

capi ta l utas an important factor which hampered the growth 

and development of enterpreneural group in Assam in the 

i n i t i a l stage of the Colonial e r - . Most of the tea gardens 

in Assam were owned and managed by European p l an t e r s . 

Tea industry attiracted a feiu Assamese middle-

class businessman, who had experience of cu l t iva t ion , 

Maniram Oeuan opened up tun small tea gardens by 1653, 

Between 1859-60, the number of tea planters In upper Assam 

rose to s i x . Towards the end of nineteenth century the 

number rose to over two dozen. The leading Assameeo tea 

planters of that time included Hsmdhar Barua, Dagannath 

Barua, Oinanath Bezbarua, Kaliprasad Chaliha, Dadav 

Chaliha, Devitsharan Barua, Herainba Prasad Barua, mibhog 

Barua and many o the r s . They along with some others emerged 

a« middle-daes group by the ervl of nineteenth century, 

Ttwugh many Assamese people eetablished t h e i r own tea 

planbfetions,yet thay had to depend on the Bri t i sh for 

technical UtvM-^ncm and proescflng of t e a , Br i t i shers 

discouraged those , ti4io t r i e d t o come Up ae p l an t e r . I t 

was only since l a t e nii^etesnth and early titfentidth 

century tha t small and indapendsnt ksBame^m sftterprisBe 

artai?tetf grdwl/i<j. 



Lack of cjapltal, Br i t i sh discouragement, 

competition from non-^^ssamese t r a d e r s , d i s t a s te of 

Assamese for petty t rades and addiction to upium were some 

of the inportant factors for the slow growth of Assamese 

middle c l a s s , during colonial period. Petty t rades were 

carried on by a group of people from Bengal which the 

loca l Assamese people generally hesitated to do. Some 

people belonging to lower class in the Brahmaputra Ualley, 

espec ia l ly , in Barpeta, Sarthebari , Sualkuchi, engaged 

theraailVos in petty t rades as blacksmiths, pot ters e t c . 

But the high caste Assamese Hindus had a d i s tas te for 

t r ^ d e . 

Trades in Assam during the Br i t i sh rule were 

dominated by ou ts iders , espec ia l ly , the Marwaris of 

Rajasthan, The loca l t r a d e r s , however, failed to compete 

with the riarwaris who were financially stronger than the 

Assamese petty t raders (populaaly known as Soud or 

Moodol)* "The Assamese merchants and t raders were 

repirffisented by the t i t l e Soud or Moodoi, But the 

operations of these Assamese t raders were of l imited 

value and quantity and even in the early Bri t i sh period 

they could not stand in competition against the powerful 

narwari t raders and in course of time t h e i r successors 
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gavB up the t r a d i n g profess ion and took t o a g r i c u l t u r e and 

. . 1 4 o t h e r pu i r su i t s " . 

Assamese people in gene ra l were addic ted t o 

opiura# Towards the end of n ine t een th end the beginning of 

the present century a high per cap i t a opium consumption 

p e r s i s t e d in t h e Brahmaputra Va l l ey , "As such as 1,557 

maunds out of the p r o v i n c i a l consumption of 1,586 maunds 

in 1 BBO-ei and 1,201 maunds out of 1,291 maunds in 1900-01 

15 were consuned t h e r e a l o n e " . But gradual enhancament of 

i t s p r i c e s reduced the number of opium e a t e r s , When the 

e v i l e f f e c t s of opium consumpbion was widely f e l t then 

poppy c u l t i v a t i o n uias p r o h i b i t e d , " P r i o r t o 1860, no 

irest r i o t ion was placed upon the c u l t i v a t i o n of the poppy. 

But the e v i l e f f e c t s of un res t r a ined indulgence in opium 

16 
were undeniable , , , " 

Assamese middle c l a s s a s a c l a s s , came up l a t e 

onto the Assamese p o l i t i c a l s c e n e , Middle c l a s s of t h e 

1 4 , K,Alaro, '*The Emergence of I n d u s t r i a l Middle Class in 
Assam", ,ffl?.^qit., p , 9 6 , 

1 5 , A,Guha, P l a q t e r Ra.1 t o Swara.l (New Cte lh i ,1977) ,p .55 , 

1 6 , B.CJVllen, Assam D i s t r i c t Gazet tegj i 'o l .UI ( C a l c u t t a , 
1905) , P .196 , 
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Assamese society emerged during the Bri t i sh Colonial 

Rule. The nobi l i ty group of the Ahoms did not emerge as 

the middls-olass group during colonial a ra , because i t 

l o s t many of ifee pr ivi leges with the advent of the 

B r i t i s h , During Ahom rule paiks were the manual labourers 

who randej^d serMioea t o the s t a t e . The anvancipation of 

the paiks by the Bri t i sh gave a severe blow to the Ahom 

n o b i l i t y . 

The Assamese middle elass Is the most a r t i cu l a t e 

section of the soc ie ty . I t has been providing leadership 

in a l l qpajor socio-economic and p o l i t i c a l issues of 

Assam since Colonial era t i l l today. Middle class 

occupies an Important place in Assamese society because 

they voice the demands of the Assamese pejple in 

genecei. 
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niOOLE CLASS IN PRE-INDEPENDENCE 
ASSAM 

The Assamese middle class s tar ted playing, 

significanji role in the soc io-po l i t i ca l sphere of 

Assamese society only in the l a t e r part of Colonial e r a . 

In the beginning of twentieth century, the Assamese people 

par t ic ipated in p o l i t i c a l a c t i v i t i e s through the formation 

of various po l i t i c a l organizations and assoc ia t ions . 

I n i t i a l l y , the high caste educated Hindus alone 

par t ic ipated in the p o l i t i c a l process. 

The coming of the Bri t i sh was greeted with joy 

by many Assamese people. Before the advent of the Bri t ish 

there was chaos and disorder a l l over Assam, Misrule by 

some ineff icient rulers brought untold misery to the 

people, "The raj appeared on the scene in the guise of 

saviours of the people suffering from a s i tua t ion of 

chaos, lawlessness and oppression that had persisted since 

the 1770's s t a r t ing with the Moamoria Civil War and 

culminating in the Burmese occupation of the Assam pla im 

(1817-1824)", People of Assam expressed t h e i r 

•gratif ication at the coming of the Bri t i sh at t h i s 

c r i t i c a l juncture , 

1 , A ,Guha, PlanterRa^i_ to Swara.1 lF.reedp.m Struggle 
aj_d_ Ele ct ora[l̂  "Pgl^it ic s inj\ssam 1626.-1 94?'(New Delhi J 
1977)7 p . 2 . 
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Anandaram Dhekial Phukan remarked "Our 

countryman hailed the day on which Bri t i sh supremacy was 

proclaimed in the province of ftssam and entertained 

sanguine expectations of peace and happiness from the 

rule of Br i t a in , For several years antecedent to the 

annexation, the province groaned under the oppression 

and lawless tyranny of the Burmese, whose barbarious 

and inhuman policy depopulated the country and destroyed 
2 

more than one half of the population", Assamese 

society experienced p o l i t i c a l i n s t ab i l i t y and chaos during 

the rule by the Burmese from the year 1819 to 1826, The 

Br i t i shers restored normalcy to some extent , 

Ulith the advent of the Br i t i sh along with 

spread of education^ mass media and urbanization, 

Assamese people became po l i t i ca l ly more a r t i c u l a t e . The 

system of imparting education which was prevalent in 

p re -^ r i t i sh Assamese society failed to make people 

a r t i c u l a t e . Instead of iiaking them po l i t i ca l ly 

conscious, they were made re l ig ious minded, "the 

indigenous system of education continued to exist in 

Assam even a f te r the period of Civil Wars and invasions 

2 , "Observations on the Administration of the 
Province of Assam" by Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, in 
A,3 .Moffat Wills , Report on Assam (Delhi,1854, 
Reprint 1980) Appendix 3 , 
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in a number of Sa t ras , Tola and Pathsalas where 

instruct ions imparted were mostly of re l igious nature 

leading to a pious l i f e and not so much for any useful 
3 

purpose or widening the mental horizon". Indigenous 

educational ins t i tu t ions l ike Pathsalasj Tols , Madrassas 

were on the decline and new pat tern of education was 

introduced by the Br i t i sh . 

Aftes aeoing non~AssamesB in almost a l l government 

o f f i ces . Major 3enkinS| Commissioner and Agent to the 

Governor General for Assam and North East of Rangpur, 

fe l t the need for t ra in ing Assamese people so tha t they 

could also man posi t ions in government of f ices , Jenkins 

therefore "strongly urged the government of India in his 

letteJr of 21 3\jm 1034 fot the 8«tabli«hmBnfc of English 

schools uider supervision of European functidnaries a t 

the sadar s t a t ions — Goalpara, Gauhati, Nouigong, Darrang 

and Bishwanatha For necessary gra in ing , a number of 

Assamese youths of rank should be sent to Calcutta and 

provisionally teachers capable of teaching English and 

Bengali would have t o be procured from Bengal", 

3 , H,K,Barpujari, e d , , P o l i t i c a l History of Assam 
Vol.I (Gauhati, 1977J, p . lOSr 

4 . i feid. , p .104. 
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The Br i t i shers found a backward peasant economy 

in Assam. The whole of Brahmaputra Valley remained 

extremely backward and economy of Assam registered uery 

l i t t l e development under Bri t i sh imperialism. Excepting 

tea p lanta t ions , development in a l l spheres was slow. 

Revolts by the peasants during the early Bri t i sh 

Rule in ftssam were the ea r l i e s t piopular nfiass based 

movements. Under the leadership of educated middle c l a s s , 

the poor peasants reacted against the land revenue 

measures of the Br i t i sh by organizing peoples' assemblies. 

Middle class at the end of the nineteenth century 

included some western educated lawyers and i n t e l l e c t u a l s . 

Leading middle-class men l ike Dinanath Bezbarua, 

Ghanashyam Barua, Manik Chandra Barua and others had 

strong rural l i n k s . Generally, they belonged to flauzadar 

families and had private landed property. Land revenue 

measures adopted by the Br i t i sh affected t h e i r landed 

in t e re s t s a l so , Tharefore, they collaborated with the 

peasants to fight against B r i t i s h , " , , , middle-class 

could make common cause with the peasantry in the 

assessment question because t h e i r landed in te res t s were 
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a l s o suf fe r ing under i t . They joined hands with the 

peasant ry in the i n i t i a l s tage and t r i e d t o keep the 

5 
up r i s i ng moderate through p e t i t i o n s and memorials" . 

Betueen 1868 t o 1871 , land revenue r a t e s were 

doubled. The inc rease in the land revenue led t o peasant 

u p r i s i n g s in many p a r t s of the Brahmaputra Ua l l ey , The 

ryo t s t r i e d t o r e s i s t t h i s enhancement in land revenue . 

The increase in land revenue in 1851 by t h e B r i t i s h on 

t h e dry crop lands provoked the p e a s a n t s , "ft r a i j mel 

(Peop le s ' assembly) was t h e r e upon held a t Phulagur i in 

October . The assembly was scheduled t o be in ses s ion for 

f ive days t o ensure p a r t i c i p a t i o n of men even from 

d i s t a n b v i l l a g e s . Approximately, one thousand people 

assembled by 15 October , Five t o s i x hundred people in 

t h a t assembly were armed with l a t h i s " . The r u r a l e l i t e s 

c o n s i s t i n g of Brahmins ano Mahantas took par t in the 

peasant u p r i s i n g s . The peasan t s p ro t e s t ed aga ins t 

government'fi f i s c a l pol icy thCDUgh the o rgan iza t ion of 

5 , n ,S ,Barua , 'H'he Assamese Middle Class J I t s Role in 
t h e Peasant Upr is ings of 1893-94" in B,D,Roy,ed, , 
CmerqencB & Role of Middle Class in NE India 
(New D e l h i , l 9 8 3 j , p , 6 3 , 

6 , A,Guha, .JE^.iiit,., p«7» 
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various r a i j mels« 

The peasants again protested when tha Br i t i shers 

imposed ban on poppy cul t ivat ion in 1860, Peasant 

economy of Nouigong was worst affected by t h i s ban because 

i t was one of the opium producing d i s t r i c t s of Assam, 

Again, the revenue policy adopted by the government led 

to dissat isfadtion among the agr icu l tura l ryo t s . The 

peasants, under the leadership of educated Assamese 

middle c l a s s , protested against land revenue and taxation 

policy of the B r i t i s h , Disregarding ths peasants ' protbst 

the Br i t i shers continued to exploit the peasantry by 

increasing t axes , "As soon as the neujs of enhancement 

became o f f i c i a l , objections from a l l the five Brahmaputra 
d i s t r i c t s 

Ualley/began to pour i n . The maximum number of objections 

about 14,000 came from Kamrup, followed by 3orhat u/ith 

436, Nowgong with 311 and the Mangaldai sub-division of 
7 

Darrang with 293", The agi ta t ion by the peasants 

succeeded as i t forced the government to reduce the 

taxation r a t e , " , . , t h e militancy of the peasants had 
* Raij mel re f l ec t s the cha rac te r i s t i c feature of the 

then exist ing Assamese soc ie ty , Mel originated from 
the Khel system of the Ahoms, 

7 , M,S,Barua, op, .c i t , , p ,57 . 
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alarmed the Bri t i sh Government and i t brought down the 

assessment rate s l igh t ly to pacify the peasants" . But 

the peasants continued to suffer for sometime due to 

delay in the implementation of t h i s order . 

In the middle of nineteenth century, the 

formation of various sabhas and associat ions marked the 

growth of po l i t i c a l consciousness in the Brahmaputra 

Walley, Generally, most of these organizations were of 

cu l tura l and l i t e r a r y nature, where people assembled 

together in order to take some important decisions for 

the welfare of the people or community as a whole. Of 

course, some associat ions aimed at arousing po l i t i c a l 

consciousness in the minds of the people. 

The '3orhat Sarvajanik Sabha' was one of the 

various po l i t i c a l organizations which was formed in 

1875, 3agannath Barua was the Uice President of t h i s 

Sabha for nearly five years . He got educated at the 

Presidency College, Calcutta, He fe l t the need for 

8 , Ib id , , p , 6 3 . 
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forming some organizations in the Brahmaputra Valley, on 

the l ines of Indian Association and Bri t i sh Indian 

Association which had been formed by middle class in 

Calcut ta , This Sabha opposed the Assam Land and Revenue 

Regulations of 1885, 

'Tezpur Ryot Sabha' uas formed by Haribilas 

Agaruiala around 1884, This Sabha luas formed mainly to 

express the grievances of the agr icu l tu ra l ryots against 

the increase of land revenue by the B r i t i s h , 'The Shillong 

Association* and the 'Nowgong Ryot Association' usre 

also formed for the same purpose in 1886, 

'Assam Desh Hi ta ishini Sabha' (a welfare 

associat ion) uias formed in 1855 at Sibsagar to study the 

then prevailing po l i t i c a l s i t u a t i o n , Purnananda Deka 

became i t s secretary in 1856, In 1872, Assamese Literary 

Society uas formed in Calcutta, jagannath Barua and 

Manikchandra Barua, belonging to Assamese middle c l a s s , 

submitted memorandum to the Viceroy, Northbrook, in 

1872 on behalf of t h i s soc ie ty . They stiressed, in ter 

a l i a , the need for constructing a Railiaay l ine 

connecting Assam with Bengal, 
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The 'Cyan Pradayini Sabha* (Society for 

Disseminating Knowledge) s ta r ted functioning in Nowgong 

in the f i f t i e s of the nineteenth century under the 

guardianship of Dhakial Phukan. The aim of t h i s Sabha was 

to spread knowledge amogst the people. 

Leadership of these organizations was res t r i c t ed 

to the educated middle class and landed a r i s tocracy . 

Emergence of these organizations and associat ions indicated 

the growth of p o l i t i c a l consciousness among the people of 

Brahmaputra Ualley in general and middle class in 

p a r t i c u l a r . In the absence of well established p o l i t i c a l 

p a r t i e s , these associat ions and organizations performed 

these functions which were l a t e r taken up by p o l i t i c a l 

p a r t i e s . These organizations acted as a l ink between 

gov/ernment and the masses, because the masses vent i la ted 

t h e i r grievances to the government through these 

o rga n izat io-n s , 

The f i r s t 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 

ouiners of e i the r tea gardens or saw mills or some similar 

establishments. In course of t ime, these enterpreneurs 

involved themselves in various po l i t i c a l a c t i v i t i e s . 

Representatives of the Assamese in t e l l igen t s i a Included 

/^nandaram Dhekial Phukan, Hamdhar Barua, Manikchandra 

Barua, Tarun Ram Phukan, Nabin Chandra Bordoloi, Oinanath 

Bezbarua, Ghanashyam Barua and some others , who owned 

private landed es t a t e s and small or big tea gardens 

(see appendix)• 

In the l a s t quarter of nineteenth century some 

sections of educated Assamese middle class agitated for 

'sons of the soil* being given preference in government 

se rv ices . Because at that time high offices in the s ta te 

were mostly the monopoly of non-Assamese, The number of 

educated Assamese was l ess in the s ta te for which 

non-Assamese (mainly Bengali middle c lass) were brought 

from outside to man the administrat ion. 

The f i r s t and foremost task before the educated 

Assamese of the period was to educate more and more 
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Assamese youths for qualifying them to occupy high offices 

in government se rv ices . Due to the consistent effort of 

the middle c l a s s , a number of educational ins t i tu t ions 

were set up by the end of nineteenth century, "The 

agi ta t ion centered in the beginning not so much in 

capturing a number of posts but in acquiring the means 

of getting the requis i te qual i f icat ion for them. The l a s t 
the 

quarter of/l9th century, therefore , saw not only an 

increase in the number of Lnglish schools on private 

en te rp r i se , but also an organized move for the pwimotion 

of Collegiate education", Assamese middle class agitated 

for col legiate education and also for se t t ing up of 

Gauhati University, 

Government, however, did not respond to these 

demands un t i l Manikchandra Barua, a 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 a t Gauhati to provide 

opportunity for higher education to the Assamese youths. 

9 , H.K.Barpujari, op^c i t , . p,116. 
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The agi ta t ion by the Assamese middle class for col legiate 

education led to the establishment of Cotton College at 

the beginning of the twentieth century. The College was 

named a f te r 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 tha t time as i t was commonly cohsidered to be 

pernicious to the soc ie ty . But the educated Assamese 

realised the need #f educating the females. In "an 

anonymous l e t t e r , which is supposed to haye been written 

by him in Samachar Darpan (25 August 1B32, p,203), i t 

appears that even in that age of extreme conservatism, 

1 0 Haliram advocated the cause of Women's education", 

Haliram*s son, ^nandaram Dhekial Phukan, sub-ass is tan t , 

Nowgong, was the t rue representative of t h i s new 

awakening. 

Christian missionaries t r i ed to set up a few 

schools for g i r l s , Anandaram Dhekial Phukan acted as a 

10 , H,K,Barpujari, Assam in the Days of Conaaanv 
1826;.^5,8 (Gauhati, 1980), p,316. 
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pace s e t t e r by educating the female members of his family. 

However, the progress of education in Assam throughout 

19th century was slou/ due to various reasons. An important 

p o l i t i c a l factor which hindered the growth of education 

was that the rulers of that period instead of contributing 

for the growth and development of education, they had to 

remain busy in suppressing the insurrect ions of the 

11 
t r i b a l people. 

Another important factor for the slow progress 

of education was the medium of instruct ion in schools. 

In Assam, education was imparted through the medium of 

Bengali, which thwarted the spread of education among 

the Assamese, For t h i s ireason a l s o , educational system 

in Assam could not develop properly throughout 

nineteenth century. Those who had good financial 

background could afford to go to Calcutta for higher s t ud i e s . 

They emerged as the educated middle—class group. 

This group of educated middle class played 

s ignif icant role in eradicating the then exist ing social 

1 1 , RJ)evi, "Education in Assam During Nineteenth 
Centdiry".3ournal_of the Universibv o,f G_auhati, 
Vol,XXUIII-XXlX No',1^ Arts 1977-78(Gauhati,1981 ) , 
p,250. 
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BVile, Practice of Polygamy and the wide spread addiction 

to opium were prevalent at that t ime. The plight of 

Hindu widows a t t rac ted t he i r a t t en t i on . Some of these 

i n t e l l e c tua l s supported remarriage of widows. Despite 

then exist ing orthodoxy of Assamese socie ty , Daduram 

Barua himself married a widow, Gunabhiram Barua and 

Memchandra Barua, both representat ives of Assamese middle 

c l a s s , were eminent social reformers. They formed 

various soc ie t ies for disseminating the ideas of social 

refwrms, Benudhar Rajkhowa propagated against polygamy. 

It was due to the pers is tent effort of the 

middle ckass tha t a University was established in Assam 

shortly af ter independence, Sarat Chandra Goswami struggled 

for a separate University in Brahmaputra Valley, Gopinath 

Bordoloi contributed a lo t for the success of t h i s 

movement, which gathered momentum before indopendence 

and culminated in the establishment of Gauhati 

University In 1948, '*ThB movement for a Univers i ty , , , 

in Assam was a part of the freedom moV8ment",12 

1 2 , A.C.Bhuyan & S,PJDe,Bd,, Pqlj.tioal Histopi of 
Assam, yol.XII (Gauhati,198Q), p,'230, " 
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The demand for the se t t ing up o i l ref iner ies in 

Assam luas also a r t icu la ted by the Assamese middle c l a s s . 

The o i l re f iner ies in Assam uere sat up a f te r independence 

mainly towards the l a t e r part of second plan period i , e , 

from 1956-61, The Assam Sahitya Sabha, a l i t e r a r y 

organifet ion, also played a s ignif icant role in the 

ag i ta t ions for establishment of o i l re f iner ies in Assam# 
ti 

During the popular agi ta t ion in 1956 over the demand for 

a refinery in Assam, the Sabha played a major role in 

13 mobilising public opinion". Peaceful har ta l uas also 

observed throughout Assam as part of the agi ta t ion for 

the establishment of o i l r e f i n e r i e s . Due t o the effort 

of the middle c l a s s , the Noonmati Refinery was set up 

during the th i rd plan per iod. 

The people of Brahmaputra Valley became 

p o l i t i c a l l y more conscious from the f i f t i e s of nineteenth 

century with the establishment of various associat ions 

and organizations* These associat ions were formed under 

the leadership of educated middlo class to make the 

people of the Valley po l i t i c a l l y conscious, Maniram D»u;an 

13« U.nishra, "Assam Sahitya Sabha, Retreat from 
Populist P o l i t i c s " , Economic and P9 l i t i c a l liieel^y, 
April 14, 1984, p.622, 
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and Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, both belonging t o middle 

c l a s s , were t h e most a c t i v e men of the t i m e , When A.3 .Moffat 

Mi l l s came t o Assam t o enquire about the condi t ion of 

the people J i t was Maniram Deuian and Anandaram Qhekial 

Phukan uiho submitted t h e i r memorials t o H i l l s for 

improving the cond i t ion of t h e Assamese soc ie ty as a whole* 

Anandaram Qhekial Phukan even made some sugges t ions t o 

M i l l s for a l l round improvement of the Assamese peopxe. 

In the a r t i c l e " ' Inglendar Uibaran^, Anandaram h igh l igh ted 

t h e backwardness of India as wel l as Assam by comparing 

14 
India with England, 

Though a t t he beginning of t h e B r i t i s h r u l e , most 

of the Assamese people had a c o l l a b o r a t i v e a t t i t u d e ^ 

g r adua l l y most of them became m i l i t a n t and s t a r t e d 

p lay ing a n t i - B r i t i s h r o l e . In t h e beg inn ing , Maniram 

Deuan c o l l a b o r a t e d with t h e B r i t i s h , P o l i t i c a l l y many 

Assamese people had s i m i l a r a t t i t u d e . Discouragement of 

h i s t e a garden e n t e r p r i s e by the B r i t i s h tu rned Qewan 

aga in s t thera. He was executed for p a r t i c i p a t i n g in the 

1857 revojit aga ins t B r i t i s h , When B r i t i s h e r s appointed 

1 4 , R,D.Phukan, ' I ng l enda r Uibaran" in M,Neog,ed,, 
Ortyyidoi 1,846~1854 (Gauha t i ,1983) , p , 2 8 . 
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t h e Bsngalees from t h e Sylhet d i s t r i c t as Mauzadar in 

Assam, naniram Deuan p r o t e s t e d aga ins t i t , Houiever, he 

uias a p p r e c i a t i v e of the c o n s t r u c t i v e a s p e c t s of the 

B r i t i s h r u l e in ftssam, 

Anandaram Dhekial Phukan was t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i v e 

«f educated Assaqiese middle c l a s s . He was deeply Inf luenced 

by Bengal r e n a i s s a n c e . Some people in Assam a l s o followed 

i t s good a s p e c t s . This de l i gh t ed Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, 

He even wrote t o Hemchandra Barua (1835—96), a s o c i a l 

15 

reformer of t h a t t ime about i t . The pixicess of Bengal 

r ena i s sance began around 1823—24 and continued t i l l the 

end of n ine teen th c e n t u r y . Despi te t h e i r ha t red for 

l i n g u i s t i c dominat ion, t h e Assamese i n t e l l i g e n t s i a adopted 

Bengal i c u l t u r e , d r e s s and food h a b i t s , Haliram Dhekial 

Phukan, f a the r of Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, played an 

important r o l e in t h i s p r o c e s s . He wrote a number of 

a r t i c l e s in Bengal i p e r i o d i c a l s of t h a t t i m e . The Bengal i 

p e r i o d i c a l s l i k e Samachar Darpan, Samachar Chandrika and 

Masik P a t r i k a had wide c i r c u l a t i o n in Assam, Haiiiam 

Dhekial Phukan a l s o wrote Assam Buranj i (or Assam Desher 
yj-» •"'wi t»»--« 

1 5 , Padmanath Gohain Ba rua , ed , , 3 i b a n i Sanoraha ( in 
Assamese) (Gauhat i , 1969) , p , 2 2 . 
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16 
I t i h a s ) in Bengal i in the year 1828 , 

Anandaram Dhekial Phukan had a tnodern out look 

and a piMDgressive ideo logy . He r e a l i z e d the need for 

impor ta t ion of t e c h n i c a l knouj-hou) from Brit§jj^and o t h e r 

i n d u s t r i a l i s e d c o u n t r i e s for t h e industrdiak and 

economic development of Assam. In the ' o b s e r v a t i o n s on 

the a d m i n i s t r a t i o n of Province of Assam' which Dhekial 

Phukan submitted t o Mi l l s during the l a t t e r * s w i s i t in 

1853, " , , ,Phukan not only brought home t h e a u t h o r i t i e s 

the e x i s t i n g e v i l s of the government, but s t r o n g l y urged 

reforming measures l i k e the lowering of the t a x e s , 

i nc rease in number of the mofussi l c o u r t , and the na t ive 

judges « , , t h e supe rv i s ion of t h e r e l i g i o n s and c h a r i t a b l e 

i n s t i t u t i o n s by t h e Government and the stoppage of the 

17 
impor ta t ion of t h e Abkari Opium", 

The group of educated Assamese who emerged by 

the end of n ine t een th century sought t o express themselves 

through t h e use of nass Fledia, With t h e es tab l i shment of 

16« A.Guha, "Impact of Bengal Renaissance on Assam, 
1825-1876", Indian Soc ia l 4 Economic Historic Revieiw 
Vol ,No,3 , 1972 . 

17» H.K.Barpujar l , Assam iO the days of Coiqpanv. op«c i t« t 
pp.317-318 « 
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p r i n t i n g p r e s s , around 1 8 4 0 ' s , journa l i sm developed in 

Assam, Assamese journa l i sm took a well defined shape by 

the end of 19th c e n t u r y , 'Orunodaya ' , a monthly magazine, 

s t a r t e d in 1846, was the p ioneer of journal i sm in t h e 

Assam Ua l l ey , Numerous monthly and weekly j o u r n a l s , which 

were mostly ed i t ed by educated midd le -c l a s s people of 

Assam, appeared by the end of 19th century in order t o 

d isseminate s c i e n t i f i c knowledge and for giving infor.-.iation 

t o the people on cu r ren t i s s u e s . These j o u r n a l s incliKled 

'Assam Bandhu' (1885) , 'Donak i ' (1889) , Anglo Assamese 

Weekly Assam News, ' B i j u l i ' ( l 8 9 1 ) and some o t h e r s . The 

e d i t o r s were Gunabhiram Barua, Chandra Kumar Agarwala, 

Hemchandra Barua and Padmanath Gohain Barua r e s p e c t i v e l y . 

They a l l belonged to middle c l a s s category of the s o c i e t y . 

They aimed a t communiuating l a t e s t information t o the 

people t o inc rease t h e i r awareness . 

In o rde r t o reuse the s p i r i t of na t iona l i sm 

among the peop le , somctimss p o l i t i c a l a r t i c l e s were a l s o 

publ ished in t h e s e j o u r n a l s . Though the a r t i c l e s 

publ ished were usua l ly moderate in nature,( y e t , 

occas iona l ly p o l i c i e s of government, considered 
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unfavourable to the masses, were condemned through these 

jou rna ls , Hencs apparent ly, though these journals were 

non -po l i t i ca l in character but in r e a l i t y they aimed at 

p o l i t i c i z i n g the people. 

The Assamese middle class par t ic ipated in the 

e lec to ra l p o l i t i c s and l e g i s l a t i v e 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 par t ic ipa ted by representatives of various 

associations from Assam, *8hi l long Associat ion' was 

represented by Kalikanta Barakakat i , 'Upper Assam 

Associat ion' was represented by Devloharan Barua and 

Bopinath Bordc lo i , Ghanashyam Barua and narikchandra 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 va r io t» sessions of the 

Indian National Congress also inspired the Assamese 

middle c lass . On 16th December, 1886, a meeting was 

held in Sylhet where i t was decided to reconst i tute the 

Leg is la t ive Councils, wi th not less than two t h i r d 

members to be elected by l oca l bodies. The meeting also 
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demanded t h t t Indian C iv i l Saru ica examination be held 

aimultaneously in India and England, 

In 1906, Assam was given the r i g h t t o ha\je two 

r a p r e s s n t a t i v e s in t h e 15 member P rov inc i a l Counc i l , 

Because only then i t became an i n t e g r a l par t of a 

Lieutenant Governor ' s province with a L e g i s l a t i v e Counci l , 

Two s e a t s laere a l l o t t e d t o Assam and the members were t o 

be recommended by l o c a l bodies and not e l e c t e d . Thus 

Assamese community went unrepresented upto 1909, Uith the 
Act 

enlargement of P r o v i n c i a l Council under t h e Indian Counci l / 

of 1909, t h e membership of the Council was increased i p t o 

42 , of whom five members r ep resen ted A,ssam, Majori ty of 

P r o v i n c i a l Counc i l ' s members were Europeans, 

In t h e e a r l y phase of the B r i t i s h r u l e , Assam was 

adminis tered by a Commissioher under t h e Government of 

Bengal u n t i l 1874, Assam was formed in to a s epa ra t e 

Chief Commissionership in 1874, Again in 1905, some 

Eas te rn d i s t r i c t s of Bengal were amalgamated with Assam 

under the name 'Eas t e rn Bengal and Assam', This 

p a r t i t i o n of Bengal , however, l ed t o a g rea t a g i t a t i o n 

because of which East and Uest Bengal were re—united 

a f t e r annifljnent of the p a r t i t i o n dn 1912, Assam 
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L e g i s l a t i v e Council was formed in 1912 and e l e c t i o n s to 

i t were held in 1912 and 1916, Assam was r e c o n s t i t u t e d 

aga in as a s epa ra t e pEouince under a Chief Commissioner 

a f t e r 1912. Under t h e rQontagua-Chslmsford Reforms of 

1919, Assam u/as r a i s e d t o the s t a t u s of a Governor ' s 

p r o v i n c e , Montague-Chelmsford Reforms c rea ted Execut ive 

and L e g i s l a t i v e Council in every p r o v i n c e . By the 

Government of India Act of 1935, p r o v i n c i a l autonomy 

was in t roduced in a l l t he Governor ' s p rovinces inc luding 

Assam, I t was put in force in 1937, and continued in 

e x i s t e n c e t i l l 1947, 

Twentieth centu iy heralded a new awakening in 

Assam, The 'Assam Assoc ia t ion ( 1 9 0 3 ) ' , 'The Assam Chatra 

Sanmilan (1916) ' and t h e 'Assam Sahi tya Sabha ( 1 9 1 7 ) ' , 

were some of the oirganizat ions which were formed for 

p rese rv ing s o c i o - c u l t u r a l i d e n t i t y and p r o t e c t i n g the 

linguistio»cum«-datiiographio majori ty s t a t u s of the 

Assamese, 

In Assam in the year 1903, the educated gent ry 

inc luding Manikchandra Barua, Ghanashyam Barua, 

Dagannath Barua and o t h e r s formed an IU.1 Assam P o l i t i c a l 
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Organization called the Assam Association, Since i t s 

inception, the Assam Association, served as a spokesman 

of the people of Brahmaputra Valley for placing t h e i r 

grievances before the government. It was the sole p o l i t i c a l 

organization of the valley in early 20th oentary, 

Wanikchandra Barua, uiho s tar ted his business in European 

par tnership , was the general secretary of Assam 

Association. I n i t i a l l y , he collaborated with Br i t i sh out 

l a t e r he protested against unemployment and various 

other problems of the Assamese, I n i t i a l l y , p o l i t i c a l 

views of the members of the association were moderate. 

But "from 1916 onwards younger men of advanced p o l i t i c a l 

views began to enrol themselves as members of the 

18 
associat ion and give i t a new tone and v i t a l i t y " , 

Assam Chatra Sanmilan was another similar 

organizat ion. Through these associat ions and organizations, 

the A,ssame8e people par t ic ipated in the various p o l i t i c a l 

a c t i v i t i e s of the s t a t e in the l a t e r part of Colonial 

Era, 

* See appendix, 

18 , K.N.Dutta, Landmart<s of the Freedom Strugole in 
Assam (Gauhatl, 1969), p«42. 
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STRUGGLE: FOR INDEPENDENCE 

In the pre-IndependBnce era , ftssamese middls 

class played s ignif icant role for wresting Independence 

from the Br i t i sh for India as well as for Assam, They 

par t ic ipated in the freedom struggle at the a l l India as 

well as at the regional l e v e l , Various factors were 

responsible for doueloping the s p i r i t of nationalism in 

the minds of the Assamese people. General economic 

stagnation and various measures adopted by the Bri t i sh 

government for t h e i r own in teres t and at the expense of 

the Assamese uiera some of the important inputs in the 

r i se of nationalism in the Brahmaputra Ualley, 

The monopolisation Jf jobs by Bengalees and the 

language controversy served as a catalyst in generating 

the s p i r i t of nationalism among the Assamese people, 

Assamese nationalism e>^ressed JAwfXf in different forms 

of which l i n g u i s t i c nationalism is the e a r l i e s t , "Of a l l 

nationalisms in North East India, the Assamese 

nationalism i s the oldest with a chequered career . I t 

manifested i t s e l f in different forms at different times 

since 1837, l i n g u i s t i c , regional , r ac ia l and economic. 
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19 The o l d e s t of them was l i n g u i s t i c n a t i o n a l i s m " . 

Thus the freedom movement in Assam gained 

momentum in the beginning of the present century with the 

es tab l i shment of va r ious new a s s o c i a t i o n s , 'The Assam 

Assocdiat ion ' , formed in 1903, demanded self-government 

for I n d i a , T.R.Phukam and N.C,Bordoloi were the a c t i v e 

p o l i t i c i a n s of t h a t t i m e . P res id ing over the Goalpara 

ses s ion of the Assoc ia t ion in December 1918, T»R»Phukan 

openly c r i t i c i z e d the government, As the l ead ing p o l i t i c a l 

o r g a n i z a t i o n , t h e Assam Assoc ia t ion sent some members 

^0 give evidence before Nr.Montague, Sec re ta ry of S t a t e 

for I n d i a , during h i s v i s i t t o India in 1917, T.R.Phukan, 

N . C B o r d o l o i , Chandranath Sharma, Gopinath Bordo lo i , 

Bishnuraro Medhi and "many o t h e r s who l a t e r d i s t i n g u i s h e d 

themselves as l e a d e r s of the freedom s t r u g g l e under the 

Congress rece ived t h e i r f i r s t t r a i n i n g in p o l i t i c a l 

20 
l e ade r sh ip under t h e banner of the Assam A s s o c i a t i o n " , 

Represen ta t ives of t h e Assamese middle c l a s s 

were a t t he fore f ront of t h e n a t i o n a l i s t movement in 

1 9 , U.U.Rao, "Assamese Nat iona l i sm" , Prqceedji^Qs of t h e 
NE India His tory Assoc ia t ion (Dibrugarh, 1981) , 
p .262 . 

2 0 , K,N,Dutta, o p . c i t . . p , 4 3 . 
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Assam, The va r ious j o u r n a l s which were publ i shed a t t h a t 

t ime succeeded in making the people p o l i t i c a l l y consc ious , 

'Assam B i l a s h i n i ' e d i t e d by Krishnakanta Bhat tacharya 

which appeared in 1914, stood for Swara j , With the 

development of journa l i sm in Assamese and E n g l i s h , in the 

beginning of t w e n t i e t h cen tu ry , newspapers and p e r i o d i c a l s 

l i k e t h e 'Assam B i i a s h i n i ' , ' t h e A,ssam', ' t h e Advocate of 

Assam', ' t h e Assam Mihir*, ' t h e Times of Assam', ' t h e Usha ' , 

and t h e ' B a n t i ' appeared t o rouse t h e n a t i o n a l mind. But 

only a feu of t h e s e j o u r n a l s , a c t i v e l y supported the 

Gandhian movement. These were t h e 'Assam B i i a s h i n i * 

(1916-38) , 'Asamiya' (1918-48) , 'The Advocate of Assam' 

(1904-7) was the p ro t agon i s t of swara j , s o c i a l reform and 

21 
educa t iona l u p l i f t m e n t . 

S p i r i t of na t iona l i sm gained momentum with the 

foundation of Indian Nat ional Congress in t h e year 1885, 

t h e impact t f which was experienced by t h e people of 

Assam, Under t h e banner of Congress and l e a d e r s h i p of 

Gandhi, people of India as wel l a s Assam fought for 

independence. Represen ta t ives from Assam a t tended va r ious 

Comgress S e s s i o n s , These s e s s i o n s helped in rousing 

2 1 , A.CBhuyan & S.PJDe, e d , , JKAFJA^.I pp.2Q2-203, 
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nat ional consciousness in the minds of the Assamese people. 

They fel t the necessity of siuaraj and struggled for 

India ' s Independence, F\l .C.Bordoloi, T.R.Phukan and 

Chandranath Sarma were the champions of nationalism in 

ftssam. 

The leaders of Assam were influenced by Gandhi, 

In ftssam, N.CBordoloi 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 

par t ic ipat ing in t h i s movement. Students of Assam 

Valley joined the non-co-operation movs^ont by 

abstaining from t h e i r c l a s ses , Phakan and Bordoloi 

induced the students to work for the countiy, Labouirers 

in tea gardens and other indus t r ia l eectors,! part ic ipated 

in the non-co-operation movement in Assam, Bordoloi and 

Phukan involved themselves in the active p o l i t i c s of 

the BI^ahmaputIa Valley in the 30*s of the present century. 

Both of them were moderate po l i t i c i ans in the beginning, 

8»adually, they became mi l i t an t . Their discontentment 

against the Br i t i sh rule became apparent from the 

* See appendix. 
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speeches which they deliuered before the publ ic . They 

blamed the Br i t i sh for not allowing Indians to rule by 

themselves. In December 1918, T,R,Phukan presided over the 

annual Donference of the Assam Association at Goalpara, 

The trend of radica l i sa t ion amongst the ftssamese middle 

class got manifested in his speech, in which he blamed 

the Br i t i sh Government as bad and bureaucrat ic , ftt t h i s 

session Phukan was appointed the new General Secretary, 

••The ireplacement of G,S,Barua by Phukan as the new 

General Secretary and the elect ion of Chandranath Sarma 

•{1889-1922) as one •f the Assistant Secretar ies a t t h i s 

session indicated the trend of radical i sa t ion within 

22 
the Assamese middle c l a s s , " 

When Gandhi launched his s a l t Satyagraha in 

1930^ Assam Congress also launched the c iv i l disobedience 

movement simultaneously. In Assam, sa l t regulations 

were violated by making sa l t in the indigenous way, 

Bishnuram Medhi, President of Assam Provincial Congress, 

led t h i s movement. The ag i ta t ion of 1930-32 in Assam 

followed the pat tern of All India movement which 

included boycott of Br i t i sh goods. 
'TMt;HTW^M 

22, A.Guha, Planter Raj to Swaraj, •p^^cit., p,115, 
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On 8th August, 1942, the Congress Working 

Coramittee adopted the 'Quit India ' reso lu t ion . The next 

day, leading figures of the Congress l ike Mahatma Gandhi 

and 3auiaharlal Nehru of the Congress were a r res ted , 

Assamese people par t ic ipated in the h i s t o r i c struggle 

uf 1942, Leading Assamese p o l i t i c a l figures l ike 

Md,Tayebulla, President of Assam Provincial Congress 

Committee, Fakhuruddin Ali Ahmed, Bishnuram Medhi and 
t 

some other top ranking leaders toofi part in the Quit 

India nouementf. The Assamese people under the leadership 

of Assamese educated middle class par t ic ipated in a l l 

phases of the freedom mouement. 



CHfVPTER - V 



1C6 

THE LANGUAGE CONTROUERSY 
IN ASSAn 

In t h i s chap te r an at tempt has been made t o 

analyse t h e r o l e played by t h e middle c l a s s in Assam in 

the language i s sue which crapped up during Colonia l Era 

and remains e s s e n t i a l l y unresolved t i l l to—day. The 

language controv/ersy in Assam needs t o be understood 

aga ins t i t s h i s t o r j . c a l , economic and socio—cultural 

backgroiHid, 

The world 'Assamese' i s an a n g l i c i s e d form of 

t he uKDrd 'Asamiya' which i s der ived from t h e name of the 

S t a t e *Asom', "The word Assamese i s an Engl i sh one , b u i l t 

on t h e same p r i n c i p l e a s C inga le se , Canarese , e t c . I t 

i s based on t h e Engl ish word Assam by which the t r a c t 

c o n s i s t i n g of the Brahmaputra Valley i s known", Assamese 

language became s tandard ized by t h i r t e e n t h centmry. 

People with d l fFcren t language and c u l t u r e came 

a t d i f f e r e n t phases of h i s t o r y and dwelt in Assam, They 

con t r ibu ted t o t h e growth and development of Assamese 

language and l i t e r a t u r e . The p r i n c i p a l non-A,ryan sources 

1 , B .Kakat i , Assamese» I t s Fojn^atiop and Development 
(Gauhat i , 1972) , p . 1 . 
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which contributed words to Assamese were (1) Austru 

Asiat ic (Khasi, Kolarian and Malayan^/ (2) Tibeto Buriaan 

(Bodo), (3) Thai-Ahom, When the Ahoms came to Assam 

they brought with them t h e i r own language and cu l tu re . 

The Ahoms did not want to create confusion by introducing 

and imposing t h e i r language on the people of Assam, They 

gradually adopted Assamese language. 

The language tangle in Assam i s rooted in the 

Colonial Elra, Conflict involves two major l i ngu i s t i c 

groups- Assamese and the Bengalee, Several factors account 

for the Assamese-Bengalee r ivalry in Assam, 

Bengal was under Bri t i sh rule since 1765, Taking 

Bengal as t h e i r base, the East India Company extended 

i t s t e r r i t o r y upto Assam, In 1874, Assam (including 

Cachar, Goalpara and some h i l l d i s t r i c t s ) was made a 

Chief Commissioner'8 provinos under d i rect control of 

the Governor General in Council (Map No , l ) , 

A.fter few months, Sylhet was also incorporated 

into i t . Inclusion of Sylhet into Assam caused disorder 

2 . Ibid.,. p ,25 . 
fc-^—fcit* ' • - i ^ i i * . » - y » . * 
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since people of th i s d i s t r i c t are mostly Bengalee speaking. 

This was disliked both by the people of Sylhet as well as 

the people of Assam, because of t he i r l i n g u i s t i c differences, 

This , led to Assamese-Bengalee r iva l ry on l i ngu i s t i c 

basis as Sylhetis (People of Sylhet) were not u i l l ing to 

accept ftssamese as t h e i r language. Thus, the t ransfer of 

tuio Bengalee speaking d i s t r i c t s to Assam viz, ,Sylhet and 
* 

Cachar and also incorporation of the d i s t r i c t of Goaipara 

in 1874, intensif ied the laraguage controversy, Assamese 
3 

i s the predominant language of Goaipara d i s t r i c t . Since 

t h i s i s a border a rea , an intermixture of both Bengalee 

and Assamese culture can be found here . 

Again in 1905, the Governor General and Viceroy 

Lord Curzon issued a proclamatiom amalgamating some 

eastern d i s t r i c t s of Bengal with Assam which came to be 

known as 'Eastfem Bengal and Assam*,(Map No,2) 'Pa r t i t i on 

of Bengal' was a part of the divide and rule policy of 

the Br i t i sh government in order to weaken the combined 

effort of the ruled against the r u l e r . This amalgamation 

of some d i s t r i c t s of Bengal with Assam was not liked 

* The d i s t r i c t of Goaipara i s a marginal area and 
remained a constitdent part of Bengal for nearly two 
hundred years from 1639 to 1822, 

3 , Census of India 1961. Uo l . I I I , Assam, General 
Report, p,211 , 
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by the Assamese people in general and Assamese middle-

class in particular, Jagannath Barua, President of Dorhat 

Saruajanik 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 Assamese language would suffer. The intelligentsia 

in Surwa Valley also opposed the partition and considered 

it as a policy of the British Government to divide the 

Bengalee people. 

The conflict between the Bengalees and the 

Assamese over language began around the middle of 

nineteenth century. Initially, the court language was 

Persian, When Assam was a part of Bengal, the court 

language of Bengal Presidency was also 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 Bengalees 

became indispensable in the schools for imparting education 

in Bengali, which became the medium of instruction also, 

"Tho social dominance of Bengali speaking people in 

Assam, Orissa, Chotanagpur and parts of Bihar was 
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ref lectad in the dominance of t h e i r languages. As these 

a reas , backward in the new education and professional 

t r a i n i n g , came slouily to produce t h e i r own educated, 

eager for a share of opportunit ies snapped up by 

Bengalis, they attempted to redress the balance by 

stressing the claims of t h e i r oun languages to be 

recognised as the languages of administration and the 

law courts". 

When services of Bengalees became indispensable, 

then many members of the Bengali educated middle class 

(bhadralok or the baboo) were brought by Br i t i shers to 

A.ssani, These educated Bengalee, whom the Br i t i shers 

brought from outside exercised great influence over the 

Br i t i sh off icers in the matter of administrat ion. The 

Bengalee bureaucrats carfied on administration through 

t h e i r own language. They persuaded the Br i t i shers that 

Assamese was a d ia lec t of Bengali and, therefore , Bengali 

should be the of f ic ia l language. Accordingly, Bengalee 

was used as o f f ic ia l language and also medium of 

instruct ion in schools. Due to the introduction of 

Bengali language, local Assamese people were put to 

4, Anil Seal , Etqerqenqe, of Indian NatifJnalism 
(London, 1968), p .47 , 
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InconvsnianGsa in matters of administration and education. 

Introduction of Bengali in schools of Assam hampered the 

progress of education among the Assamese people. 

The a t t i t ude of Bengalees agi tated the minds of 

Assamese people. Some Assamese people struggled hard for 

the rehabi l i ta t ion of t h e i r 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 pijopped L^ Phukan in the matter of the 

native language, and both could now exert themselves 

together in the cause of the vernacular". 

Since English was not a popular language amongst 

the Assamese, the Christian missionaries found soma 

d i f f icu l ty in propagating Christ iani ty and t h i s compelled 

them to learn the language of the local pe jp le . Besides 

re l ig ious books, they wrote grammer, d ie t ionar ies and 

other useful books in Assamese, In 1839, iililliam 

Robinson published the grammer of Assamese language. The 

missionaries published the journal *Orunodoi*, the f i r s t 

5 , Maheshwar Neog, Anandaram Dhekial Phukan* Plea for 
Assam aqd Assamese (3Qrhatyig77)y 0 ,9 . "'"' 
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Assamese monthly, in January 1846 in order to rouse an 

in t e l l ec tua l awakening, Phukan s tar ted contributing 

a r t i c l e s in t h i s journal from 1846, 

Dhekial Phukan did not want Bengali to be used 

as medium of ins t ruct ion iro Assam for instruct ing 

Assamese people. He, along with some bapt is t missionaries, 

said that continoiation of Bengalee medium u/ill hinder the 

progress of education in Assam, Dhekial Phukan and the 

Baptist missionaries, however, did not want the complete 

aboli t ion of Bengali language. They sa id , 

"By the subst i tut ion of the Assamese ue 
do not mean to suggest that Bengalee should 
be al together abolished from the schools. On 
the contrary, UJB are of opinion that i t should 
be cult ivated as a language indispensable to 
complete the course of vernacular education, 
amd tha t the standard Bengali uorks, should 
likewise be intiroduced in the higher c l a sses , 
Ue are only opposed to i t s exclusive adoption 
as the medium of instruct ing the people in 
l i t e r a t u r e , science and other useful branches 
of knowledge",6 

For more than forty years , Assamese language 

remained euppresssd in i t s homeland. The Calcutta 

au thor i t i e s had an idea that Assamese had no l i t e r a t u r e 

of i t s oun. This was, refuted by many natives of the s t a t e , 

6 , A,3.Moffat Mil ls , Report on Assam (Delhi,1854, 
Reprint 19B0), p ,XII , 
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Anandaram Dhekial Phukan refuted the theory t h a t Assamese 

i s a d i a l e c t of Bengal i and s u b s t a n t i a t e d h i s argument 

by po in t ing out t h a t in one ftssamese passage "out of 287 

words, 112 a re in no way connected with the Bengali^ 98 

have been der ived from S a n s k r i t , t he common source of 

both the languages5 and only 77 words a re e i t h e r der ived 

from or have a resemblance t o t h e B e n g a l i " , Though the 

s c r i p t of both the languages i s same yet t h e r e i s a 

d i f f e rence between t h e two . In 1855, Dhekial Phukan 

publ ished a booklet r e fu t ing t h e theory t h a t Bengal i and 

Assamese a r e the same language , Grierson desc r ibed 

"Assamese as the s i s t e r and not a daughter of Benga l i , 

I t comes from Bihar through Northern Bengal and not from 

Bengal proper , , , t h e r e i s a cons iderab le d i f f e rence in 

t h e conjugat ion of the verb in t h e idiom, t h e syntax 
g 

and even in t h e vocabu la ry" . The view t h a t Assamese was 

a d i a l e c t of Benga l i , as Gait notes in h i s Report on 

t h e progress of h i s t o r i c a l r e sea rch in Assam, was 

re fu ted by t h e n a t i v e s of Assam, Phukan jo ined t h e 

a g i t a t i o n by wr i t i ng 'few remarks on t h e Assamese 
7 . Maheswar Neog, op,«cit,« p , 1 3 1 , 

8 , B . C A l l e n , Assarn^ fii^str.ict Gaze t t ee r Vol,lU,Kamrup 
(Allahabad, 1 gOsTf* p.7ir , 
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language and on vernacular education in Assam,,under the 

signature of 'A n a t i v e ' . He got hundred copies of i t printed 

at the American Baptist Mission press at Sibsagar by 

A,H,Danforth. These usrs sent to govsrnment of Bengal 
g 

and dis t r ibuted among the leading persons in Assam, 

The tempo of the agi ta t ion subsided for some 

time due to the premature death of Phukan, Yet i t was 

due to his untir ing effor ts that subsequently the 

res torat ion of Assamese to i t s former posit ion became 

poss ib le . After the death of Phukan, the struggle for 

rehabi l i t a t ion of Assamese language to i t s former posi t ion, 

was carried on by the American missionaries- the 

Bronsons and Danforths, 

Besides the Christian missionaries, several 

renowned personal i t ies of Bengal also contributed to the 

development of Assamese language and l i t e r a t u r e . They 

included Asutosh Mukherjee due to whose effor ts 

'Assamese* became a subject of Post-Graduate study in 

Calcutta University, 

9 , M,Neog, o p , p i t , , p,B, 
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Consequently, t h e L ieu tenan t Gouarnor, S i r 

George Campbell, decided on 9th Apr i l 1873 t h a t Assamese 

should be int roduced in the schools and cour t s of 

Brahmaputra U a l l e y , I n i t i a l l y , Assamese was Introduced 

in primary schools o n l y . Que t o l ack of books ill 

Assamese language , middle schools were s t i l l conducted 

in Bengal i t i l l 1880*S, Due t o the pauc i ty of books 

w r i t t e n in Assamese, a p rovis ion was made t h a t where books 

w r i t t e n in Assamese language were not a v a i l a b l e , teaching 

could be done e i t h e r in Bengal i o r in E n g l i s h , 

Though Assamese was in t roduced , the Lieu tenant 

Governor put some l i m i t a t i o n s on the use of Assamese 

language* " (1 ) For t each ing the h igher d a s s e s of the 

s c h o o l s , when Assamese school books were not a v a i l a b l e , 

Benga l i books must be used , (2) When Assamese t e c h n i c a l 

terms a r e not a v a i l a b l e , and when Engl i sh words cannot 

be convenient ly used, Bengal i words may be enployed, 

(3) Where in the upper c l a s s e s of h igher schools 

Assamese books did not e x i s t , every sub jec t can be taught 

10 
in Bengal i or in E n g l i s h " , The Commissioner of Assam 

was asked t o implement t h i s order on 9th A p r i l , 1873 in 

*-he five d i s t r i c t s of Brahmaputra Va l l ey , Th i s cooled down 

1 0 , I b i d . . p , 2 3 . 
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t h e language c o n f l i c t t o some e x t e n t , Nou t h e main problem 

of the Assamese people was t o en r i ch Assamese language 

and l i t e r a t u r e by producing l i t e r a r y uiorks p a r t i c u l a r l y 

books for school going s t u d e n t s . Due t o the numerical 

weakness of the Assamese l i t e r a t a u p * and educated peop le , 

t h e i r c o n t r i b u t i o n towards the development of Assamese 

language and l i t e r a t u r e was slow and inadaqi4a%t!« 

A few people belonging t o Assamese middle c l a s s 

l i k e Hemchandra Barua, Gunabhiraa Barua and Anandaram 

Barua and some o t h e r s l a i d t h e foundation of modem 

Assamese language and l i t e r a t u r e , *Assamiya Bhasar Unnati 

Sadhin i Sabha' (Assamese Language Improvement Soc i e ty ) 

was formed in 1888 ib Ca lcu t t a by some Assamese s t u d e n t s . 

I t s main ob j ec t i ve was t o promote Assamese language and 

c u l t u r e and i t helped in arous ing a s p i r i t of p a t r i o t i s m 

among the Assamese, Laxminath Bezbarua, Chandrakumar 

Agarwala, Padmanath Gohain Barua and some o t h e r midd le -

c l a s s people were i t s l ead ing members, 'Donaki ' a 

monthly j o u r n a l publ ished in 1889 acted as a mouthpiece 

of t h e Assamese s o c i e t y , 

* See Appendix, 
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Through seueral journa ls , the educated middle-

c lass people succeeded in bringing about a renaissance in 

Assamese l i t e r a t u r e by the end of nineteenth century. 

They got the stimulating influence from t h e i r counterparts 

in Bengal l ike Hemchandra Chattopadhyaya, Nabin Sen, 

Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyaya, Michael Madhusudan Dutta 

who ueire in turn influenced by English culture and 

l i t e r a t u r e . The age of renaissance in Assamese l i t e r a t u r e 

i s known as 'Donaki a g e ' . The missionary zeal of the 

Baptis ts effected a rejuvenation of the Assamese language. 

They published per iodica ls , girammer and also compiled 

d ic t ionary . In order t o continue t h i s , Gunabhiram Barua 

and Hemchandra Barua s tar ted new journals , which real ly 

ushered in the modern period of Assamese language and 

11 l i t e r a t u r e . 

Ac t iv i t i e s of American Baptist missionaries and 

Bengal renaissance helped in bringing a new awakening 

in Assamese l i t e r a t u r e , Gunabhiram Barua, who along with 

aome others la id the foundation of Assamese language and 

l i t e r a t u r e , was considerably influenced by t h i s new 

awakening, 

1 1 , n,NBog, La>fflinath Bezbarua: Aq Intrgductiof^ 
(3orhat, Assam Sahitya Sabha, 1966), p , 1 . 
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POST-INDEPENDENCE TREND 

The language controversy has bacomQ a major 

p o l i t i c a l i s sue a f t e r independence In Assam, When some 

Indian s t a t e s adopted t h e i r r eg iona l language as s t a t e 

l anguage , middle c l a s s of Assam a l s o a g i t a t e d for making 

Assamese the o f f i c i a l l anguage . The demand for declajrat ion 

of AssamosB as s t a t e language came from Aissam Sa -h i t ya 

Sabha which was t h e premier l i t e r a r y o rgan i za t i on in t h e 

s t a t e . The Sabha con t r ibu ted mudi for developing n a t i o n a l 

consciousness among the p e o p l e . I n i t i a l l y , the Sabha ' s 

func t ions uero n o n - p o l i t i c a l in c h a r a c t e r and t h e members 

of the Sabha a l s o kept the o rgan i za t i on free from Congress 

p o l i t i c s . But g r a d u a l l y , tho Sabha has shunned i t s 

n o n - p o l i t i c a l c h a r a c t e r and has became a h ighly p o l i t i c a l 

o r g a n i z a t i o n . Ever s ince the achievement of independence, 

controversy s t a r t e d over the d e c l a r a t i o n of Assamese as 

t h e s t a t e language of Assam, But t h i s contixjversy gained 

momentum s ince A p r i l 1959, when, A.ssam Sahi tya Sabha, 

demanded t h a t wi th in 1960 the Assamese language must be 

12 
declared as the s t a te language of Assam, 

12 , "Report of the inquiry Commission into the police 
f ir ing incident of 4th 3uly, I960", by C,P,Sinha, 
Chief 3us t ioe , Assam High Court (unpublished), 
Shillong 1961, p , 4 . 
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When t h e Assam Sahi tya Sabha demandGd t h a t , 

Assamese should bs mada t h e s t a t e l anguage , t h e then 

Government headed by Bimala Prasad Chaliha did not ac t 

s p e e d i l y . The Chief M i n i s t e r , S r i Cha l iha , dec la red t h a t 

demand for making Assamese as the o f f i c i a l language of 

t h e s t a t e should come from t h e minori ty l ingr i i i s t i c 

communities of Assam, Chaliha made a s ta tement "on the 

f l o o r of the Assembly on Z'^S'-r- 60^ t h a t the demand for 

Assamese as o f f i c i a l language should come from the 

13 m i n o r i t y " . In a democracy minori ty i s e n t i t l e d t o 

p r o t e c t i o n and safeguards from t h e Government, 

A-nsuering a ques t ion in t h e L e g i s l a t i v e Assembly on 3rd 

March, 1960, S r i Chaliha sa id t h a t he apprec ia t ed the 

enthusiasm uiith which t h e demand for the d e c l a r a t i o n of 

Assamese as the s t a t e language has been made, by t h e 

Assamese speaking s e c t i o n of the s o c i e t y . But Government 

would wait t i l l they get t h e same demand from the non-

Assamese speaking popula t ion for the d e c l a r a t i o n of 

Assamese a s s t a t e l anguage . Government f e l t t h a t t h i s 

ques t ion should be judged more from t h e point of view 

of acceptance than from the po in t of view of major i ty 

o r m i n o r i t y , 

1 3 . K»C,Barua, Cr i t i ca ; i days of Assam (Gauha t i ,1972) , 
p , 1 1 2 . 
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People of Cachar d i s t r i c t , with a overuhelming 

major i ty of Bengalee speaking peop le , were very happy with 

t h e stand taken by Cha l iha , Froa 1959—61 s t rong movement 

was geared i^ under Assam Sahi tya Sabha ' s l e a d e r s h i p . 

The s t u d e n t s of Assam did not have any powerful 

o rgan i za t i on a t t h a t t i m e , Assam P r o v i n c i a l Congress 

Committee (APCC) suggested t h a t , while in t roduc ing 

Assamese as o f f i c i a l language , government should not 

impose i t on the non-Assamese d i s t r i c t s * Accordingly , on 

23 3una 1960, Chaliha dec la red t h a t o f f i c i a l language 

b i l l would be in t roduced in the Assam L e g i s l a t i v e 

Assembly. People of t h e Brahmaputra Valley welcomed i t 

while t h e people of Cacher d i s t r i c t opposed i t . Thus, 

amidst o p p o s i t i o n , o f f i c i a l language b i l l was in t roduced 

on 10th October , 1960 and passed i n t o Law a s the Assam 

Act XXXXII of 1960, A,ccordingly, Assamese became t h e 

s t a t e l anguage . I t was, howBVer, dec la red t h a t Engl ish 

would cont inue t o be used in s e c r e t a r i a t and in a l l 

s t a t e government departments t i l l i t s replacement by 

14 H i n d i , ' ^ 

1 4 , V.y.Rao & N.Hazar ika , A, Century of Government and 
P o l i t i c s 3^ NE I n d i a t Assam 1B74«"1980 V/ol,I 
(New D e l h i , 1983) , p , 2 4 4 . 
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The discontentment of the Bengalee speaking 

parts of ftssam over the language Act was manifested 

through the formation of 'Nikhil A,ssam Bangabhasa Raksha 

Samity' (All Assam Bengali Language Preservation 

Committee), They submitted a pe t i t ion to the President 

of India on April 5 , 1951 for protection under a r t i c l e 

347 of the Const i tut ion, 

In 1950, Assamese was accepted as o f f i c ia l language, 

Official language Act of 1960 created misgivings in the 

minds of different groups of people, Assam i s composed 

of various e thno- l inguis t ic groups. When demand for 

giving due place to the Assamese language was ra i sed , 

the legit imate in t e re s t s of the various l ingiSistic 

groups which formed a part of the s t a t e of Assam at tha t 

t ime, were not taken into consideration by the 

leadership of the movement. At that t ime, various h i l l 

people formed a part and parcel of the population of 
i.tuf^ •.—• mmmm 

* Art icle 347 t Special provision rela t ing to language 
spoken by a section of the population of a s t a t e - on 
a demand being made on tha t behalf the President may, 
i f he Is sa t i s f i ed that a substantial; proportion of 
the population of a s ta te desire the use of any 
language spoken by them to be recognised by that s t a t e , 
d i rec t tha t such language sha l l also be o f f i c ia l ly 
recognized throughout the s t a te or any part thereof 
for such purpose as he may specify. 
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Assam, "According to the 1961 Census, the t o t a l population 

of Assam i s 1,22,09,330. Assamese speakers const i tu te 

57,14 per cent of the population. The speakers of Bengalee, 

Hindi, Khasi, Bodo/Boro, Garo, Nepali, Lushadt, Mikir, 

Oriya and Miri const i tu te 17,60, 4 ,41 , 2,97, 2,82, 2,47, 

1,77, 1,76, 1,26, 1,18 and 1,12 per cent respect ively , 

15 of the population"* 

Passing of the Assam State Language Act of 1960 caused 

the dismemberment of Assam through the formation of 

separate h i l l s t a t e s . I t was the Assam Sahitya Sabha's 

language policy which led to the emergence of organizations 

of the t r i b a l s l i ke the Bodo Sahitya Sabha, Ea r l i e r , 

the Bodos ident i f ied themselves ui th the Assamese 

mainstream. But gradually they dr i f ted away from i t and 

formed t h e i r own organization. The continued 

insens i t iv i ty of the Assamese middle class towards the 

legit imate aspi ra t ions of the Plains t r i b a l s 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 s ta te for the Plains Tr iba ls 

of Assam, PTCA raised the demand for a separate t r i b a l 

15 , Eleventh Report of the Commissioner for Linguist ic 
Minorities in India «- Duly 1968 to Ouie 1969, 
Published by Ministry of Home Affai rs , Government 
of India , 
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s t a t e 'UDAYACHftL' t o be carved out »f the present s t a t e 

of Assam. "Sabhas s tand on the Assamese and the emergence 

of the small but i n f l u e n t i a l middle c l a s s among the 

p l a i n s t r i b a l speeded up the process of s epa ra t ion of 

s i z a b l e sBct ions of these people from t h e Assamese 

i g 
mainstream". The p l a i n s t r i b a l movement, l ed by P l a i n s 

T r i b a l Council of Assam, i s of recen t o r i g i n n . Conf l i c t 

a rose be tseen Assamese and t h e Bodos over t h e language 

i s s u e . The Bodos demanded r ecogn i t i on of Bodo l anguage , 

Assamese s c r i p t had been used a s the s c r i p t for Bodo 

language for decades , PTCA fought for r ep lac ing Assamese 

s c r i p t by Roman S c r i p t , F i n a l l y , Devnagri ujas accepted 

as s c r i p t for Bodo l a n g t e g e . 

The language i s sue got r e s u r r e c t e d in 1972, In 

accordance with the n a t i o n a l educa t iona l p o l i c y , Gauhati 

and DibiHJgarh U n i v e r s i t i e s a l s o decided t o adopt 

r eg iona l l a n g u a g e s . In 1971—72, the /Vssam Sahi tya Sabha 

organized and led ano the r mass movement in the 

Brahmaputis l /al ley and demanded t h a t Assamese should be 

made the medium of i n s t r u c t i o n a t t h e College and 

Univers i ty l e v e l . The movement even tu rned v i o l e n t in 

1 6 , U . n i s h r a , ^kaom Sahi tya Sabha, R e t r e a t from 
Popul i s t P o l i t i e s ' , Economic and Po j . i t i ca l jJegP^yy 
A p r i l 14 , 1984, p , 6 2 2 . 
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several p laces . On 12 Dune,1972 , a teacher and a student 

of Gauhati University, both Assamese urere assaulted 

inside the campus. They prorfeested against the University 

Courts decision to adopt Assamese as the medium df 

17 
instruct ion at the Under«-GraduatB s tage . 

Subsequently, both Gauhati and Oibrugarh 

Universi t ies adopted Assamese as the medium of instruct ion 

a t the Under-Graduate l e v e l . However, safeguards were 

provided for the l i n g u i s t i c minorit ies by the Gauhati 

Universi ty: "(1) A,ssamese shal l be the medium of 

ins t ruct ion in Colleges under the ju r i sd ic t ion of Gauhati 

Universi ty, (2) English shal l continue as a l te rna t ive 

medium of instruct ion ,»• (3) The students sha l l have 

option to answer e i the r in Assamese or in English in 

18 the University examination". This decision of Gauhati 

University had j u s t i f i c a t i o n . An a l te rna t ive medium of 

ins t ruct ion i s necessary in a s ta te l ike Assam where 

according to 1971 Census "2,882,039 persons or 19,71?^ 

of the population of the s ta te speak Bengali as L/MT, 

17« S,K,Da8s, "Assam's Bengali Unit—I Protection for 
Cachasi Education", The Statesman (Calcut ta) , 
May 9, 1983, 

1 8 , B,K,Bhattacharya, "Language Controversy in ^ssam", 
The North Eastern Research Bulj.Btin. Vol,lU,1973, 
p«13. 
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other important languages spoken by more than ^% of the 

19 
t o t a l population of the s t a te are Hindi ( 5 , 4 2 ) , , , " 

^s mentioned e a r l i e r , apprehensions of the 

Plains t r i b a l people were aroused with the adoption of 

Assamese as the mediSura of in s t ruc t ion . They were afraid 

of the stand taken by the Assamese to oonveirt Assam into 

a unilingual province by neglecting various t r i b a l 

languages, among which Bodo language was an important 

one. After the creation of h i l l s t a tes by dismemberment 

of Assam, the Bodos remained as the only major t r i b a l 

group (plains t r i b a l ) of Assam, In his Pres ident ia l 

address to the f i r s t convention of the All Assam Tribal 

Youth League in 1979, P.K,Mushahary, a Bodo lawyer, 

saids "Now the plains t r i b e s are l e f t to suffer alone 

a f te r the dlsmembeiment of h i l l a r eas . The f i r s t attempt 

was made by tie i?esolution of the Gauhati University 

Academic Council dated Dune 12, 1972, I t has expjiressed 

t h e i r naked aim to convert Assam into a unilingual 

2Q 
stfete neglecting the various t r i b a l languages", 

"J^* Csnsus of Indi^f I^ITI. Series 3 , Assam Part I-A, 
General Report, p»2g, 

20, S,K, Dass, oppc i t . 
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The p l a i n s t r i b a l demanded t h a t Engl ish be 

r e t a i n e d a s t h e medium of i n s t r u c t i o n and t h a t they should 

be given educat ion a t the primary l e v e l in t h e i r own 

mother t o n g u e , ft depu ta t ion of t h e Olishing ftgon Kebang 

(Wishing Sahi tya Sabha) met the Min i s t e r of Educa t ion , 

ftssam, on (Vugust 20 , 1984 and demanded in t«oduc t ion of 

the Miehing language a s a q|d|(Un of in£. t ruct ion af 

t h e primary s tage of educat ion* The M i n i s t e r , accepted the 

demands and agreed t o in t roduce Wishing as a language 

sub jec t in Class i l l and lU from the next academic 

s e s s i o n . 

The language t ang l e has become a major i s sue 

in t h e contemporary Assamese s o c i e t y . Language i s one 

of t h e f a c t o r s for t h e c o n f l i c t between t h e Assamese 

and the B e r q a l e e s , The century old language c o n f l i c t 

betueen t h e fVssamese and t h e Bengalee communities i s 

s t i l l going o n , Assamese i s t he mediun of i n s t r u c t i o n 

a t t he u n d e r g r a d u a t e l e v e l while Engl ish i s t h e medium 

of i n s t r u c t i o n a t t h e pos t -g radua te l e v e l which has 

csreated a s t a t e of confU9 f̂c>n in t h e academic s p h e r e , 

2 1 , The fVs^rn '^'^^'•If^s, (Gai inat i ) , August 2 1 , 1984, 
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CHANGING ECONOMY A,NO ASSAMESE 
MIDDLE CLASS 

India i s an agr icul tura l country. Self-suff icient 

v i l lage economy was the basis of pre-Bri t ish Indiajjsociety, 

"A sel f sufficient v i l l age , based on agr icul ture carried 

on with the primitive plough and bullock-power and 

handicrafts by means of simple instruments, was a basic 
•J 

feature of pre-Bri t ish Indian soc ie ty" . This s i tuat ion 

changed dras t i ca l ly with the advent of the B r i t i s h e r s , 

The foreign power brought a change Jji the economic 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 t reasures year a f te r year . This plunder was 

a powerful driving force which led t o the Industr ia l 

Revolution in England, 

Ulith the changes in the economic s t ructure in 

England, they needed raw mater ia l s , manpower, resources, 

and market to s e l l t h e i r finished products. They s tar ted 

extract ing raw materials from India, discouraged Indian 

manufacturer, ruined India ' s cottage industr ies and 

thereby caused systematic destruction of Indian economy* 

1 , A«R.Desai. Social Background of Indian Nationalism 
(Bombay, 1948 reprint "l98l'), p . 7 , 
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They took large part of the produce of the peasantry of 

India, which led to the deter iorat ion of t h e i r economic 

condit ion. The indust r ia l bourgeoisie became the most 

powerful class in Bri t i sh soc ie ty , Br i t i shers colonised 

Assam because of good prospects of economic explo i ta t ion , 

Ind«flstrial capitalism led to the transformation 

of medieval period into modem period. F i r s t of a l l , 

Europe came under the influahce of capi ta l ism, Sitosequently, 

capitalism spread to other par ts of the world through 

European Colonial empires, 'By the close of nineteenth 

century, most of the countries of the world srers 

integrated into the world cap i t a l i s t economy. Around 

1860, cer tain changes took place in the world economy. 

Other countries also became industr ial ized because of which 

United Kingdom had to face serious competition from other 

European count r ies . 

Some nat ions , eapecially Bri tain and France, 

controlled t he i r colonies economically as well as 

p o l i t i c a l l y . Those nat ions , which occupied dominant 

posit ion in the world cap i t a l i s t system became affluent 

by exploiting the resources and manpower of the places 
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where they established their colonies. Colonial masters 

uere responsible for the poverty of the people of the 

colonies. This was 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 poorest 

2 

to-day" . The Bri t ish dominated the a f fa i r s of the 

country for over two centoiries (1757-1947), "The Bri t ish 

became dominant in India, and the foremost power in the 

World because they were the heralds of the new big 

machine indus t r ia l c i v i l i z a t i o n . They represented a new 

h i s t o r i c force which was going to chaage the world, and 

were thus , unknown to themselves, the forerunners and 

representat ives of change and revolut ion| and yet they 

del iberately t r i e d to prevent change, except in so far 

as t h i s was necessaxy to consolidate t h e i r position and 

help them in exploiting the country and i t s people to 
3 

t h e i r own advantage". 

The Bri t ishers brought a change in the agrarian 

sphere of India 's economy. During the two centuries of 

Bri t ish imperial is t ru l e , Indian agrarian economy was 

characterised by stagnation and ru in , India was reduced 

2 , Dawaharlal Nehru, The Discovery of India (New Delhi, 
1946)-, p .29i , 

3 . . Ikid. , p.312, 
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t o a mars supplier of raw materials for Br i t i sh industry . 

Rau materials were extracted from India for the 

manufacture of goods and in re turn , India was flooded 

with goods manufactured in Br i ta in , They wanted India 

to remain a consumer of goods manufactured in Britain 

and as a supplier of raw materials to Br i t i sh 

indus t r ia l concerns, Br i t i shers 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 t h e i r imperial i r te res ts . Every 

measure adopted by them contalhed germs of destructio—n» 

"••• the Indian national economy was a subordinate 

Colonial adjunct of the Br i t i sh Imperialist Economy, By 

her economic and p o l i t i c a l po l i c i e s , Bri tain had 

obstructed the free and rapid indus t r ia l iza t ion of India, 

She par t i cu la r ly did not permit the development of 

heavy indus t r ies , the v i t a l pre- requis i te for the rapid 

indus t r ia l iza t ion of a country and for the building up 

of an independent national aonomy". 

However, along with her destruct ive a c t i v i t i e s , 

Bri ta in also played a regenerative role in India, 

4 , ft.,R,Oesai, RBCe,r)t Trends in Indian Nationaljar^y 
(Bombay, 196o), p,2'8^ ^^ 
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Rpart from improving the administration and communication 

system, they eradicated some social ev i l s l ike Suttee and 

Child marriage, Br i t i shers intiduced English education 

in India u/hich helped the Indian in t e l l ec tua l s to understand 

l i b e r a l ideas and s c i e n t i f i c achievements of other 

countr ies , 

Br i t i shers brought changes in the soc io -po l i t i c a l , 

educational and economic sphere of India, By the beginning 

of nineteenth century, i t seemed that the Br i t i shers had 

established a pat tern of control and they had brought a 

new India into being. The next century witnessed the r i se 

of an increasingly powerful independence movement which 

culnlnated in the independence of India, 

Akssara*s colonisation by Br i ta in , prevented i t s 

economic development. It i s primarily the canonisation 

of the s t a t e and i t s domination by a landlord class and 

the Marwari merchant bourgeoisie which led to i t s economic 

backwardness, 

Even af te r Independence, economic condition 

of Assam remained the same. During the period of Br i t i sh 
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Colonialism agr icul ture was (and s t i l l continues to be) 

the mainstay of Assam's economy. Majority of people, 

d i rec t ly or ind i rec t ly , depend on ag r i cu l tu re . The 

Assamese middle class too has got strong rura l l inks as 

middle peasants , "Agriculture i s the main occupation of 

92 per cent of the people l iving in rura l a r ea s . About 

'}2 per cent of the t o t a l population of Assam depend 

di rec t ly on agr icul ture for t h e i r l ive l ihood. Another 

10 to 15 per cent depend indirect ly on agr icu l tu ra l 
5 

profession for other source of income**. 

Technologically also Assam remained backward 

throughout nineteenth century. There uas no industr ia l 

establishments except primitive handicrafts l ike home 

spinning and hand weaving. Growth of t rade and commerce 

was hampered due t o lack of infrastuuctural f a c i l i t i e s . 

Among the indus t r ia l undertakings in Assam, 

tea industry i s most important. From the commercial 

point of view, i t i s the most iniportant crop of Assam, 

Tea was discovered in Assam by Robert Bruce in the early 

5 , K,C,Talukdar & P,C,Goswami, "Food Accounts for Assam 
- A Cr i t i ca l Appraisal", Assam Economic Journal 
No. l , Uol,IU(rterch, 1978/, p . 1 . 
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p a r t of n ine t een th c e n t u r y . By 1859, i t began t o f l o u r i s h 

when Assam Company s t a r t e d massiv/e product ion of t e a . 

Many B r i t i s h t e a companies were e s t a b l i s h e d , towards the 

middle of t h e c e n t u r y . I t i s t h e main indus t ry in ftssam 

producing h a l f of the t o t a l Indian t e a . I t i s piraigtically 

t h e only indus t ry based on a g r i c u l t u r e and c o n t r i b u t i n g 

about M% of Assam*8 2 1 ^ income from fac tory e s t a b l i s h m e n t s . 

E a r l i e r , near ly 90?$ of t h e gardens were B r i t i s h owned. 

Some of t h e s e a r e now pass ing i b t o t h e hands of t h e 

n a r w a r i s , ftssam t e a ea rns about P,<!,65 c r o r e s in foreign 

exchanQB, 

The following t a b l e i n d i c a t e s t h e a r e a , production 

and y i e l d of t e a in Assam from 1961 t o 1977, 

TftBLE NO. 1 * 

Year J Nunber of | Area (»000 
I t e a { h e c t a r e s ) 

{ Prodact ioh 
\ (m i l l i on 
! kqs) 

t 'Cea 
J^ estate.^. + 

I Average y ie ld 
| n k g s / 
{ hectafces 

1961 
1964 
1967 
1968 
1969 
1970 
1971 
1972 
1973 
1974 
1975 
1976 
1977 

744 
747 
752 
758 
758 
751 
750 
751 
751 
754 
756 

« i 

m. 

162 
165 
174 
177 
179 
180 
182 
184 
185 
187 
189 
189 

182 
196 
191 
203 
205 
212 
224 
239 
252 
265 
263 
276 
291 

1,123 
1,117 
1,096 
1,146 
1,141 
1,178 
1,227 
1,298 
1,360 
1,416 
1,396 
1,459 

6 , K ,C ,Barua .Cr i t i ca l Days of Assam(Gauhat l , l972) ,p ,157« 

Bas ic S t a t i s t i c s of NE Region, Sh i l long* North 
Eas te rn Counci l , 1980) , p , 8 5 . 



134 

Growth of tea industr ies in Assam and export of 

tea to other par ts of the country resulted in the extension 

of rai lways, Wihh the growth of tea indus t r ieS | p lanters 

needed be t te r system of communications* This led to the 

construction of railway l ine in 1881, The tea industry, 

owned by the Br i t i sh , registered tremendous growth, 

"With the demand from the tea factories and the railways 

r i s ing , the out put of coal increased from le s s than 50 

tons in 1872 to more tian 277,000 tons by 1905-06, The o i l 

f ields developed by Bri t i sh capi ta l in the 1890's 

increased t h e i r annual production of crude o i l from 882 

thousand gallons in 1900-01 to 2733 thousand gallons 

in 1905-06","^ 

Britishei?s not only owned tea gardens but they 

also had a monopoly over d i s t r i bu t i o -n , processing and 

marketing of t e a . During Colonial Rule, the Assamese tea 

p lanters l ike Wanikchandra Barua, Dagannath Barua, had 

no factories for processing the tea l eaves . The Assamese 

planters sent t h e i r tea leaves to the neighbouring 

European gardens for processing. Therefore, even the 

wealthy /^seamese tea planters had to depend on B r i t i s h e r s , 

7 , A.,Guha, Planter Ra.̂  to Swara.1 (New Oelhi , l977) ,p ,35, 

* See appendix. 
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Tha local Assamese enterpreneurs were lagging behind a l l 

the t ime . Since plantation was in the hands of Br i t i sh 

and t rade in the hands of Maruaris, prac t ica l ly the whole 

economy was in the hands of non-^Assamese, Therefore, the 

Datiyatabadi Dal, a regional p o l i t i c a l party of ftssam, 

which came to the p o l i t i c a l scene a f te r independence, 

demanded that economy of Assam should be in the hands of 

Assamese and i t should not be cohtrolled by ou ts iders , 

3ute industry i s another important industry of 

Assam, Immigration of peasants from Bangladesh to Assam 

i s d i rec t ly linked up with the establishment of ju te 

industry in Assam, With the growth and expansion of ju te 

cul t ivat ion in Assam, expert ju te cu l t iva to rs from 

East Bengal s tar ted coming i n . These peasants taught 

techniques of cul t ivat ion to the people of Assam, 

Gradually, ju te production also increased in the 

Brahmaputra Valley, The acreage under ju te in the 

Brahmaputra l/alley increased from less than 30 thousand 

acres in 1905-06 to more than 106 thousand acres in 

1919-^0,^ 

8 , A,Guha, Ibid. p.102, 
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/^ssam i s a l s o r i ch in mineral r esources l i k e 

o i l and c o a l , Assam was the main o i l producing s t a t e in 

India befos© the discovery of o i l in G u j r a t , E l a r l i e r , 

Assam alone produced 2^ lakh t o n s a year uihile t h e t o t a l 

p roduct ion of India was about 95 lakh t o n s . Now Assam 

produces 58?S of the t o t a l o i l of the c o u n t r y . Rest i s 

produced by G u j r a t , 

Ground 1B68, a cons iderab le amoant of o i l was 

e x t r a c t e d but t h e r e was no prov is ion in Assam for 

r e f i n ing t h e »aui p r o d u c t s . In 1899, t h e Assam Oil 

Company was formed and a B f i n e r y was e s t a b l i s h e d a t 

Digbo i , The Oil Company was formed with a c a p i t a l of 

£ 310,000, In 1903, t h i s company gavs employment t o 10 

g 
Europeans and 569 n a t i v e s , 

'Vfter t h e d iscovery of o i l in G u j r a t , both 

Assam and Gujrat con t r ibu ted almost equa l ly t o I n d i a ' s 

t o t a l o u t p u t . Product ion of Petroleum of Assam increased 

from 4,19 mi l l i on tonnes in 1975 t o 4,30 m i l l i o n tonnes 

in 1976, "The product ion of Petroleum rose by 2 ,5 percen t 

9 , P r o v i n c i a l Gaze t t ee r of Assam (1906, r e p r i n t 1983) , 
p . 5 9 , 
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from 4,19 million tonnes in 1975 to 4,30 million tonnes 

in 1976* Gujrafe and Assam contributed almost squally to 

the to ta l output. For the countiry as a whole, the 

production of natural gas (ut i l i sed) during the year 

1976 (848 million cubic meters) was highef by 37 per cent 

than that in the preuious year, &<cept for the years 

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

of Gujrat",* 

The state of Assam has rich forest xesource** 

Foxests of i^sam oonfcajn various kinds of timber, bamboo 

e t c . , uhiii% axe lequiied for the IrKlustries l ike matoh, 

p«f)eT and plywood factory* I t s mineral sesotoces 

imslude eoal,, o i l , gas and iimertons* Land of hssasn Ut 

f e x t i i s sni se i tabis fct the et&tlvatioR of t e a , jtAe, 

dcB r̂id R^t»»« Though these m&uovescas are avaxi^le 

in ^babanom, yst Ithe eCDnofii^ condition of Iktmrn ^ s not 

iMpxcwiBeS tMKff ewsn after Iniepmydmemm ^"fim^sm pmaetibit 

a- paxecksc of iteduot-siaX backwasdnese in tlie isidst of 

abcHmdsIng fiB«;»ffi«siw» Tliis 8tal» fuaw sMtMitdqstial fttoir»tf 

^rioiL&casB ami fagasts*^ 

19« I3£xectoxs&& e»f CiseAiMî eB £ St£^istiesy ti««n9flin9nt 

f t * Piz]^!±osate (r»f "^^l^ma^iem ans/i Ptl^Lie fie^atimmp 
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PrioJe to independence, l i t t l e attention was 

given to the development of industjcy inths states /\ssam 

continues to be industrially backward t i l l to-day, 

"Inspite of i t s varied nafjural endouments, Assam s t i l l 

continues to be industrially backward for a variety of 

reasons, the chief ones being i t s geographical isolation 

from the rest of the country, poor and undependable « 

comrnunications, lack of adequate InfrastflBcture, lack 

of entrepreneurial, tet^mical and managerial 

ta lents , poor capital formation and poor purchasing 

12 
power in the hands of the people**. 

In other states of post—independent India, 

process of industklal develc^flient started along with the 

initiatlcm of tha national planning in the year 1991. 

QtA process of industrial development started in 

ks^M in the beginning of siactisa i « 8 . , during the 

la ter part of tha mocoad plan period. During the third 

plan period (l961*^5}« iBoxs industries in the pt^lic 

satabor utmitaA nottifig -^p. Th(iw» iiwltidsd ga* 

distribution project (The Assao Gas CoB^jany), mixed 

fertHizBr fAant, cottrni spinning oiill« stQar a i U , 

1 2 , hamam Legialativs km^estOy Oeftia-tee, Official 
Iteport of Stxtgafc Sesmiati^ Mdxsss of tkjvmmox of 
kmsam^ t^JSmgltif Ve^. f^^. l <fSax«f| 1978) . 
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Namrup f e r t i i i z e r Plant , Noonmati Refinery and soma other 

such type of i ndus t r i e s . During the fourth plan period 

(1966-71) steps were taken for rapid indus t r ia l iza t ion 

and speedy economic development of Assam; "The fourth 

plan of ftssam r e i t e r a t e s the need for rapid 

indus t r ia l iza t ion of the s t a te 5ii order to break away 

from the present economic s tagnat ion. During the fourth 

plan period the pace of indus t r ia l iza t ion i s expected to 

be accelerated with the introduction of a number of 
I 3 

resource based industr ies mostly in public s e c t o r , , , "^ 

yi th the laying doun of the foundation stone of Oil 

Refinery-cun-Petio-Chemical Complex a t Bongaigaon in 

Danuary 1972, the number of re f iner ies in Assam has r isen 

to t h r e e , 

Xnsplte of a r i t ^ resoisnse base, especially^ 

coal , oi ly jutsy t s a ani fo res t s , ^ssam s t i l l lags 

behind eoonomiceilly, cxMijazed to ojther advanced regions 

of India , The prof i t extracted from these indus t r ies 

i s taken of the s t a t e and not reiiwested t h e r e i n , 1% 

f a i l s to contribute to the economic davalopnent of 

Assam, Further, niost of the sau materials of Assam l ike 

1 3 , Department of Coonoffiios & S t a t i s t i c s , Government 
of Assam, Elconomi^ S^rvay- Asseoa <Gaiihatl,1972),p,57, 
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o i l , timber and tea are taken out of A.8sam to feed 

industr ies in other s t a tes l ike Bihar and West Bengal, 

The finished products of Gauhati and Di^boi 

ref iner ies are taken to S i l i gu r i through product pipe 

l i n e . Even Kerosene Oil i s released from S i l i g u r i , The 

sales depot for the petroleum products of Assam i s 

located in S i l i gu r i in West Bengal, Therefore, the sa les 

t a x , amounting to around .3,60 crores per annum goes to 

14 the Government of West Bengal, The registered offices 
t 

and head offitia of tea board are located in Calcut ta , 

The sales t ax , thar6«>f^ goes to the Government of liiaet 

Bengal, Tea i s produced in Assam but the sales tax 

thereof i s dsrivsd by the Government of Uiest Bengal, 

Center also takes away major share of income 

of A,s8a(n, Royalty for o i l which Assam receives i s quite 

fflsagxs, "Present real valve of Assam o i l at uorld price 

P4.W,'d66,'d6^,'do6 , , , Assdrti tortseive* r£,«4/- « txsrtrte 

(royalty .:a,42 + sales tax fis,12) and the GoveEnment of 

India received !'3,991 .(KS a tonne" . 

14, N,Patt>x, •"The Neolected NOith-east*, the A^gatt 
Tribune (Gauhati) April 27,1980, p , 5 . 

1 5 , /V.K.Oae, Assam's AQonv* A So^jo Economic Afid 
Po l i t i ca l Analysis (New Deihi,1982},p,228, 
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The outflow of revenue from the s ta te i s a 

major cause for the stagnant eoonomy of ftasaiUi Assam 

produces raw materials but the revenue accruing from 

these does Hot go t o Assam, In f^ct, the percentage of 

revenue safned by Government of Assam from i t s resouroes 

i s only 6%i Plajot part of the incjome from Assam's 

resources goes to the neighbouring s ta tes* The t o t a l 

revenue created by o i l | tea and plywood of Assam i s 

"approHlmately ,,-.8,725 mi l l ion . From t h i s the GoVemraant 

of India gets n3,9|908 million^ which i s 79 per oent | 

West Bengal r.s,720 million (85^)j Bihar Rs.eOO million 

(73t)| and Assam, only F3,498 millioh (6^),^® 

\teirlous factors are responsible for the economic 

baekuatdness of Assam* During Colonial Elff l i t t l e a t ten t ion 

tuas givsrt t o the development of the s t a t s . InVeetmsnts 

W8C9 donfined to tea industry only and other esctors 

uere t o t a l l y neglected. Elven the prdf i te derived from 

tea industry were repatr ia ted to Br i t a in , instead of 

spending i t for the ttevolopraent of Aseam. Prior to 

Indopendonoe, Assam uas neglected in vegeiti t o Central 

1 6 . l ^ M . . p .239. 

file:///teirlous
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Inuestments on indus t r ia l p ro jec t s . Besides t h i s , due to 

lack of infra s t ruc tura l f a c i l i t i e s , private capi ta l 

was also not a t t r a c t e d , ih Assam, business communities 

were also not a t t rac ted or reluctant to invest money 

due to poor communication system, as compared to other 

parts of India, In the i n i t i a l phase of post—independence 

period also central goveinment was neglectful and 

indifferent to the need for indust r ia l iz ing the s t a t e . 

Only during the th i rd plan period (l961-^o), many 

industr ies in public sector came up. I t is the Assamese 

middle class which voiced the demand and led the 

struggle for development of Assam, 
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imiGRATION I ITS IP1BVCT ON SOCIO-ECONOMIC 
SPHERE OF /VSSAPTESE SXIETY 

A âam has been bearing the brunt of the problem 

of immigration over many decades which in turn has 

spawned several other problems. Influx of i l l e g a l 

immigrants into Assam has been continuing since Colonial 

Era, During the Br i t i sh ru l e , people from erstwhile 

East Bengal (now Bangladesh) entered Assam i l l ega l l y 

and se t t l ed in those ai^eas where early migrants had 

ali?eady a e t t l e d . This large scale immigration brought 

a change in the demographic s t ructure of the then 

exist ing Assamese soc ie ty , "The population of Ajssam 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 i s evident from available 

census wcords" . This large scale immigration has 

changed the socio—cultural s t ructure of Assam, 

Besides Assamese, the Ualley of Brahmaputra 

(nap No,3) i s inhabited by t r i b a l inhabitants and 

a large number of immigrants from Bengal, Bihar and 
' —'• '» I I »i» I • I H III PI 

1, Census of Ir̂ diâ  1971, Assam, General Report, 
Series 3, Part 1A, p,9. 

* Map No,3, shows the Valley of Brahmaputra, 
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Orlssa , l*iosi of the fVsaanwse speaking Hindu people 

reside in the Brahmaputra Valley, The t r i b a l e reside 

in h i l l areas and apeak diverse languages. There were 

other migrant communities l ike t r i b a l labourers from 

Bihar and Orissai Bengali Muslims from Mymansingh 

d i s t r i c t of East Bengal and educated Bengali middle 

class from Bengal, The educated Bengalee middle olaes 

tiiera brought lit by the Br i t i sh to f a c i l i t a t e t h e i r 

administrative work. 

The immigrants can broadly be c lass i f ied into 

tbTO groups, ' ' • , , tho8e biho come from the neighbouring 

d i s t r i c t s of Bengal to take up land for cul t ivat ion in 

Sylhet, the Gato Hi l l s and Goalpara (uho belong to the 

category of i n t e r , ra ther than of u l t r a migrants) and 

those uho leave t h e i r more dis tant homes for purposes 

of trade or to meet the demands for labour on tea 
2 

gasdene and eieeirtiexe". Tea gatdene a t t rac ted coolies 

from such places as 3 ihar , Orissa, Bh-galpur, Traders^ 

garden oooli88« o^eiHcs and other educated men came to 

/Vssam in search of ernpXc^ment, People coming from 

2« Census of Xiylia, 1891, iVesam, Vol.Wteport p ,192. 
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Dhaka, Rajshahi, Chlttagong and the Preaidenoy are 
3 

mainly cu l t i va to r s , olerks and t raders* 

Generally, moat of the t raders come firom 

Rajasthan and they have a monopoly of the tvade in the 

Brahmaputra Valley, They are the Marwaris (popularly 

knoujn in Assam Keyas), Their numbers had risen from 

12,000 in 1911 to 16,000 in 1921 and to 22,000 in 1931, 

People from the Punjab come as cohtractors and sk i l led 

mechanics. But immigration from other par ts of India 

to Assam uas negligible compared to immigiration from 

erstwhile Elast Bengal, 

Immigsation to Assam has been continuing 

unabated since Colonial Era, Before Independence, some 

sections of the Assamese peoplie protested against such 

large scale immigration* Rsallslng the seriousness of 

th« pirobIsM wms 'Vttsanwsa people under the leadership 

of A,mbikagiri Roy Choudhury raised t h s i r voice against 

i t , by the beginning of the present century* A^ssamese 

people Ventilated t h e i r grievances through ^kseamLya 

3* Cenaua of India . 1901, Assam, Uol*IV, Part I , 
Report, p«33* 

4* Census of India* 1931, Assam, Vol*II l ,Part 1, 
Report, p*45* 
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Samrakahini Sabha* (Assamese Preservation Association) 

which was formed in 1926, 'The Assamese press and 

platform were equally vociferous on ti.d issue. The 

Asamlya Samrakahini Sabha under the leadership of 

Ambikagiri Roy Choudhury mounted a propaganda campaign 

that Assam's iden t i t y Has threatened owing to large 

scale i n f i l t r a t i o n of Mymenainghiaa from East Bengal to 

g 
Assam"t This Sabha held meetings at d i f f e r e n t p la tes 

of Assam fo t preservation of sooio-cu l tura l i d e n t i t y of 

Assamese people* Assamese middle««lass leaders l i k e 

Ambikagiri Roy Choudhury and Nilmoni Phukan played 

s ign i f i can t role on the immigration issue. On November 

28 , 1937, both Ambikagiri Roy Choudhury and Nilmoni 

Phukan, submitted a memorand||B to Nehru i n Rangia on 

behalf o f 'Atamiya Sarurakshini Sabha*. Another 

memorandum was submitted on behalf of 'Asamlya Oeka Da l * , 

Through th8«e organizatlone» they demanded separation 

o f Sylhet and Caehar from Assam and complete ban on 

Bengalee immigrants, Roychoudhuty t r i e d to h ighl ight 

t h e di f ferences between indigenous people and immigxant 

5 . ^.CBhuyan and S.P.Oe, a d , , Eg^J&isSXMs&aX^Jd: 
/Vaifain Uol«IX (Gauhatl I S T B ) , pp.291-92 . 

6 , A.K,Oae, AaaflfliU ^qgpy* ^ ^tp-£<wnff'"a.cf. and 
pQl^itlqal ftnalvais (New D e l h l , 1 9 8 2 l . D . 2 7 . 
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on l inguist ic basis through, the platform of *As8am 

Datiya Plahaeabha* and i t s mouthpiefce 'Deka Asam*. The 

•3atiya Mahasabha* demanded deportation of immigrahte, 

THE LINE SYSTEM 

The large scale immigration led to a conflict 

between the Assamese and the Bengalee immigrants because 

of difference in l inguis t ic and cultural background. The 

authorities fchetofore, had to introduce •'line system' 

in 1916 to confine the iirenigrants in a dear ly defined 

7 areas eegxegating them from the Assamese^ It was 

implemented In 1920 in Nougong and Barpeta Sub-Oivision 

in order to restrict the indiscriminate settlements by 

immigrants in the Assamese inhabited aveas, Immigca^tis 

includsd any ons who sama fcom outside the province for 

taking up land for ctat ivation. Inhabitants of Sylhet 

and Cachar migrating into the /Vssam Valley uiexe not 

considered as Imnlgtants, Petipie of Sfrlhet were not 

Included in the 'immigxent* category since i t was a part 

of Atssam at that time. Plany Sylhet Is entered and 

7. Govemmsnt of ^ssan, Raport of the Ll|rte Svatera 
Enouitv Cqflimltte^ (6hillong,1938J, p .S , 

6« The Assam Gazettes extsaoxdinary, No,33y extreet fsom 
the prooeedlngtf of the Government of Aesan in the 
Revenue depa-ttment,Mo,5216-8,dated the 4th Nov«y1939. 
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se t t l ed in /Vssam during tha t period. Line System was 

introducbd for t e s t r i c t i n g the sett lements of East 

Bengal peasants so that ident i ty of ftssamese people 

remain undisturbed. 

The *Lina System* created fr ic t ion bstueen the 

Assamese Hindus and Assamese Muslims, The Assamese 

Hindus were in favour of 'Line System' while Assamese 

Muslims demanded i t s abo l i t i on . Leading figures among 

the Assamese Muslims l ike Khan Bahadur Nuruddin A.hmad 

and Maulana Munauiar Al i wanted the abol i t ion of t h i s 

system, Muslims of Assam in genera>-l welcomed immigrants 

with the hope that in course of time t h i s wil l help in 

strengthening the base of MusliJU communal p o l i t i c s in 
g 

A,8sam, 

The genuineness of the ' l i ne system' regarding 

the legit imate settlement of the immigrants became 

ungovernable because the au thor i t i e s failed to ensure 

i t s s t r i c t observance. F inal ly , inter»-cultural 

conflict arose bsCuiean immigrants and the indigenous 

9 . A,C,Bhuyan & S.P,De, ed , , Po l i t i c a l History of 
fljsgagjJ/pl.II, op^c i t , , p ,313. 
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people* Confliet arose over petty issuee such a s , music 

before mosque, cutt ing down the branohes of pepal t ires, 

held sacred by the Hindus, which obstructed the long 

pole carried in the Muslim Tajiya procession, k i l l ing 

of cowe in public places during Idd and such other minor 

10 issues* 

The l ine system failed to achieve i t s 

objective* I t created a gulf between Hindus and nuslime 

and ultimately created schism between members of the 

riuslim League and Assam Congress leaders* The problem of 

immigration which was h i ther to considered as sosio-* 

sconomic turned into a communal problem. 

In 1937 government appointed Line System 

Enquiry Cotnrnittee under the Chairmanship of Hockshhall 

t o examine the issue thoroughly* "••• the /Vssamese fear 

of being turned into a minority even on the i r own 

home ground, the Brahmaputra Valley, and of gett ing 

cu l tura l ly subineCfed at tained a cer ta in legitimacy 

both in Br i t i sh o f f i c i a l and Congress quarters* A« 

early as in November 1937, Gopinath Bordoloi (1890-4950) 
•—I I I •—• • i w f c i — — H i l l I > iiiiWiiM^ • itmmmmmtmmtm^mm'^immmm 

10, R*C,l»lajufndar, HistogY, of the Fteadon| MqVfimenfc. 
in India >/ol,3 (Calcutta, 1963), p ,274. 
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had u r i t t en to Rajendra Prasad t h a t , if Immigration want 

unchecked, the l i n g u i s t i c problem would become 'a source 

of constant f r ic t ion resul t ing in violence, incendiarism 

11 
and crimes of a l l k i n d s . . . " This problem of immigration 

has resulted in the upsurge of lingcfetic chauvinism in 

the province. 

In 4 . l e t t e r to Bishnuram Medhi (an Assamese 

Congress leader and l a t e r Chief Mihister of Assam) in 

December 1 , 1937, Dauiaharlal Nehru, admitted the 

seriousness of the problem of A,ssam» He conceded tha t the 

demands of the Assamese middle class were l eg i t ima te , 

While admitting the legitimacy of the demand, Nehru, 

houiever, fe l t t h a t , in a sparsely populated and land 

rich s t a t e l ike Assam, immigration was bound to take 

place as an economic necess i ty . To him, the real problem 

12 

was how to control and organize t h i s immigration* 

However, the argument of Nehru was not l iked by the 

Congress leaders of Assam, Nehru unequivocally declared 

tha t effective steps must be taken against foreign 
1 1 • A,Guha, "Nationalisms Pan-Indian and Regional in 

a Historical Perspective", Social, Sc3,enti8t, 
No.129, February 1984, p ,56 , 

1 2 . A.K. Das, SSLMSJU.'* P.27, 
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InfUtrat loh, But no atepe have been taken t i l l to'-d »;> 

and Immigration from erstwhile Elast Pakistan to Agsa-m 

did not stop owing to the weakness of ijoVerhment and 

vested intsreet of soje pol i t ic ians . 

A>long with the Britishers, the Assamese middle 

olass and their representatives in the ftssembly and lotsal 

politiBians were in favour of influx of outsiders into 

fVasam* Pol i t ical leaders who depend mainly on the votes 

of immigrants, have been encouraging immigration from 

Cast Pakistan (hou Bangladesh) for their pol i t ica l gain. 

•The Muslim League Ministry in Assam, Under Syed Sir 

Mohammud Saadljlla, helped immigl^atio^ of Bengal Muslims 

in a planned manner to convert Assam into a Muslim major .̂t' 

13 ptoVlnoB to be subsequently inoludsd In Pakistan". The 

Muslism League Ministry in the 40*s was mainly 

responsible for birlnging large number of Muslims to 

Assam. Under the 'grow mote food* oampalgn launched by 

the Saadulla Ministry, lakhs of Muslii.is .TiigTrtsd to 

Assamr tloxd Ubtiel, the British Viceroy called It 

(grow more muslims*. He wrote in his Journal in 1946 

1 3 . Memorandum submitted to N.S.Reddy (Pteeident of 
India) by Assam Sahltya Sabha, 4th Noven^er,1979. 
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t ha t Saadulla 's grou more food campaign invi tes peasants 

from East Bengal which would finally generate social 

14 tension in Assam, 

The flow of Muslims from East Bengal reduced 

to some extent u/ith the ins t a l l a t ion of Congress Party 

Government in 1946, Immigration of Muslims " , , ,can8 to a 

halt only in 1946, when the Congress Party Government 

began to enforce i^evsnue laws and evict unauthorized 

t r e spas se r s , With pa r t i t ion in 1947, the flow of Muslims 

from East Bengal aibsided, while the flow of Hindu 

15 refugees from East Bengal increased". 

Various factors account for t h i s large scale 

emigration fxom Eastern Bengal into Assam, The f e r t i l e 

land in the char areas (Sandbar) of Brahmaputra Valley 

was the main a t t r ac t ion of these immigrants. Large number 

of people migrated into the ehar iand« of Goalpara 

from Eastern Bengal d i s t r i c t s special ly riyrensingh. 

The Census Report of 1911 for the f i r s t time mentioned 

the extraordinary infl.ux of outsider* from eastern 

14, A.K, Das, OD..clt,. p«2S« 

1 5 , Myron Uelner, Song of tfie So i l i Migration and 
Ethnic Conflii^ In India. COglhl.1978). p ,101 . 
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Bengal i n t o the char a r ea s of Brahmaputra Ua l ley , 

The Census r e p o r t s p r i o r t o 19J1 d i sc losed 

decrease of popula t ion in the Brahmaputra Ualley due t o 

t h e high m o r t a l i t y r a t e from Kalazar , a d i s ease which 

broke out around 188B, The decreasB of popula t ion in 1891 

was mainly due t o dea ths caused by Kalazar» During the 

I n t s r c e n s a l p e r i o d , p r i o r t o 1901 , sepBOially in 1892, 

1896 and 1897 t h e m o r t a l i t y r a t e from feUer and Kalazar 

continued t o be h i g h . Al l t h e s e a i lmen t s r e s u l t e d in the 

s e r i o u s dacrease of popula t ion in the v a l l s y from 1881-

1901 , uhich i s revealed in the fo l lou ing t a b l e -

TABLE NQ.2* 

3 Year i Popula t ion Percentage 
ya ra^ t jon 

1881 - 844,960 + 14,8 

1891 - 634*249 - 1.6 

1901 - 589,187 - 7.1 

Abnormal r a t e i f grouth of popu la t ion in 

Assam uas mainly due t o immiQrationi not only from t h e 

* Assam O i s t r i c t G a x e t t ^ e t e . Vol.lV (Kain«|), 19C6), 
p p , 6 8 - 6 9 , 
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beginning of twentieth century but since the 70's of the 

nineteenth century. The population of Assam has included 

large number of migrants which i s revealed in decennial 

censuses. 

Throughout eighteenth and even by the close of 

nineteenth century the economic condition of Elast Bengal 

remained f a i r . But by the beginning of the present century, 

the prices of foodgrains increased in such a way tha t i t 

became unbearable for the landless peasants of Bengal, 

The gradually deter iorat ing economic dondition of East 

Bengal compelled the landless and poor peasants of Bengal 

t j emigrate from t h e r e , 

Improuement in raiiiuay system helped in large 

scale immigration* Before the introduction of railway 

system, Assam Valley and Bengal was connected with 

navigable r iver t ransport 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. 
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Immigration uias of f ic ia l ly encouraged by the 

B r i t i s h , They opened the doors of Assam to the immigrants 

to sui t t h e i r colonial i n t e r e s t . They brought cheap as 

well as ski l led labourers to ftssam t o work in the newly 

established tea p lan ta t ions , With the dauelopment of tea 

plantat ions af ter 1855, the problem of labour supply 

encouraged immigration since local Assamese people were 

unwilling to work. Therefore, Government had to bring 

labourers from other par t s of India , Besides tea garden 

labour, other people also s tar ted coming to Assam, Traders 

and bankers from other Indian provinces poured into 

Assam which led to a rapid growth of population of the 

Brahmaputra Valley from an estimated one million in 

1826 to about two millions by 1872, 

Some d i s t r i c t s of East Bengal l ike Pabna, 

Mymsnsingh and Rangpur (specially nymensingh) were 

overcrowded because of which large number of landless 

peasants from these d i s t r i c t s migrated to the 

Brahmaputra Valley in search of land. Besides, the 

Br i t i sh a lso brought in lakhs of Bengali peasants 

16 , A.Guha, Plaj^ter Ra.1 t £ Swara.i (New Delhi,1977), 
p .19 . 
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(mostly Muslims) to s e t t l e down in the uncultivated lands 

on the tuo sides of the r iver Brahmaputra, which culminated 

in the present day serious demographic problem. The 

riuslim peasants se t t l ed in the rural areas of ftssam, 

"In 1911, Muslims consti tuted 0,1 percent of the 

population of the Barpeta aub-divislonj but by 1941, they 

consti tuted nearly 49 per cent . The number of East 

Bengal s e t t l e r s increased from 300,000 in 1921, to over 

half of a million in 1931", ' ' ' ' 

Census superintendent, C,S»nuilan, remarked 

in 1931 ",, .wheresoever the Carcass, th^ere wil l the 

vul tures be gathered toge ther , Uhere there i s wasteland 

t h i t h e r flock the Mymenainghias, In fact the way in 

which thsy have seized upon the vacant areas In the 

18 
Assam Valley seams almost uncanny"* Rate of increase 

Of population of Assam since 1901 t j present day has 

always been higher than that of the country ae a whole. 

The following table shows the trend of population 

grOQth, in India and Assam from 19Q1-60, 
tmrnmnimm • m i mmm'a'—'mmtmtmmmmm » i l an i • i « « » i i i i i i • « wmm-mmmm 

17* '^•KJDas, opftClft.. p , 2 ^ , 

1 8 , Census of India . 1931, Assam V o l . I I I , Part I , 
Report, p«51« 
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TABLE N0«3 
X N 

Year 

M 

I Numbetl Variat ionjjjVariationTNumber J VariatiorJ Va 
( lakhsi (lakhs) a(Percent) (Lakhs; (Lakha) 

Variation 
ercent 

190t 

t911 

1921 

1931 

1941 

1951 

1961 

1971 

1981 

2363 

2520 

2512 

27B9 

3185 

3610 

4391 

5479 

6609 

137 

-8 

277 

396 

425 

781 

1088 

1130 

5,73 

^ 0«30 

11,00 

14,23 

13.31 

21,64 

24,80 

20«60 

Coluwn •- {^\ 

32 .do 
(n38 ) 

38,49 
(1.52) 

46,37 
(1*65) 

55,61 
(1,99) 

'66vg4 
(2,10) 

60.29 
(2,22) 

108,37 
(2.47) 

(2,67) 

1i1,00 
(2.89) 

5,59 

7»88 

9,24 

11,33 

13«39 

28,08 

37,88 

44.75 

16,99 

20.47 

? 

03 

S-
CD 

f9,92 i 
§ 

20,37 ? 

19,94 i 

34,97 

34,95 

30.60 

8̂SAW 
CKoeas over India 

1901 
1911 
1921 
193^ 
19*t 
1951 
1961 
1971 
1901 

11,26 
20,77 
0,92 

^,63 
13,33 
10.16 
10,00 

Ntqt.ei Figures in the pavsntf^ses in coltimn € ara percerrfcagee to 
India's population. Figures for 1981 are projeoted on the 
basis of 1979 data. 

* SourtJB* S.K^Daej^Iranjigra'tlonSKJ Demographic Transformation 
of fts8ain.1891-^98l".£conomie and Pol i t ica l Weekl,Vf 
Play 10, 1980, p.851, 
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A6 mentioned e a r l i e r , i n i t i a l l y immigration was 

considered as an economic necessity in a s ta te l ike 

Assam where f e r t i l e lands were available as against the 

shortage of labour. Landed gentry of Assamese society 

encouraged immigration of bheap labour for working in 

t h e i r paddy f i e l d s . They sought the sewioes of these 

hardy peasants . The zemindars of Goalpara d i s t r i c t 

employed the Huslim peasants from ELast Bengal in t h e i r 

paddy f i e l d s . Instead pf employing the Muslims, the orthodox 

Assamese Hindu middle e lass encouraged immigration of 

NepalBse and employed them for t h e i r household and 

agr icu l tura l works. Those Nepalese who entered at tha t 

time permanently se t t l ed in Assam, 

This large scale influx has continued unabated. 

This has given r i se t o several problems and those who 

were i n i t i a l l y in favour of i t have turned against i t . 

There has been tremendous increase in the irate of gxewth 

of population in Assam in the post—independence e ta 

which was mamifested in the 1971 Census, **,,,taking the 

whole population of 3*29 million of Assam in 1901 aa 

' indigenous' and applying the a l l - Ind ia rate of increase 
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of 129,67 from 1901 to 1971, i t s population in 1971 

19 should haue been 7,56 million instaad of 14,63 mil l ion" . 

The surplus population i . e . , 14,63-7,56 « 7,07 millions 

3 3̂8 immigrants. 

However, Census figures are also not re l iab le 

and accurate , Pakyntein, the Census superintendent 

remarked in 1961, that most of the people especial ly 

those coming from East Pakistan (Muslims) concsal t h e i r 

b i r th place and language and show 'Assam* as t h e i r b i r th 

(diape and 'Assamese* as t h e i r language. This created a 

l o t of confusion for arr iving at a re l i ab le conclusion. 

In 1951, the people uho showed t h e i r b i r th place as 

Pakistan during enumeration numbered 831872, But in 

1961 the number of such immigrants oame doun t o 774869, 

Fzom t h i s i t appears tha t rea l migration i s deflated 

by g i v J ^ incorrect statements during snumeratlon by 

the immigrants* SstBause of t h i s lb becomes diff ictAt 

t o rely solely on Census dat«« 

19« Ceqsua af Ijfytlat 19711 General Report, Series 3 , 
Assam Ps r t 1A, p«10. 
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East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) continues to bs 

an over populated oountiy, Inspite of high b i r th ra te i 

a Blow rate of growth of population i£ found t h e r e . It i s 

because most of them migrate to Indian border s t a t e s of 

Assam, West Bengal and TripUra, The very young or very 

old cannot afford to migrate, Pakistan Census figures 

have shown tha t people belonging to the age group of 

15-59 have migrated to Indian border s t a t e s of ftssam, 

Tripura and litest Bengal in search of job pppor tuni t ies . 

The table below gives the relevant figures -

TABLE NO.4* 
increasing during 1951 - 61 

D i s t r i c t Perosntage Age Groups 60 -f 
^ » . « ^ « - Q j - J i l^jr^S. - .^^ 

B0KARGAN3 
BOGRA 
CHITTAGONG 
CHITTAGONG H I U 
TRACTS 
COMILLA 

DACCA 
0INA3PUR 
FARIOPUR 
DeSSOR£ 
KHULNA 
KUSHTIA 
WWENSINGH 
NOAKHALI 
PABNA 
RA3SHAHX 
RANGPUR 
SYLHCT 

30,0 
39,2 
40,e 

33.0 

20,1 
39.0 
37.7 
28.5 
46.1 
26 .5 
51.1 
3S.0 
12,1 
42.8 
4GU2 
4i.O 
19.7 

5,9 
10^0 
19.0 

29.6 

7.6 
13,4 
16,9 

7.4 
15.5 
11,5 
17.1 
8.7 

( - ) 5.8 
7.4 

16,7 
16.7 

5.9 

* I n f l ux . . I n f i l t r a t i o n from Ea«t Pakistan. 

23,5 
41,6 
48.5 

200,7 

79.3 
35.1 
40,3 
24,1 
26,6 
16.0 
31.9 
50.4 
70,5 
35,3 
38,1 
50,2 
70,4 

published 
by the Directorate of Advertising and Visual 
ExJbXicitYf l^lnistfj^ of Information & Broadcasting, 
Government of India, August 1963, p , 4 . 
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From the above table i t appears that in the 

d i s t r i c t of Noakhali of East Pakistan there uas a 

decrease in the population ty 5»55^, Dis t r i c t of Sylhet , 

from where larges t number of people have entered Assam, 

has Bhown an increase of orly 5.9^ between the age 

groL^j of 15-59,mo8t of when generalljr migrate to India , 

Such a slow growth rate it a ovei>-populated d i s t r i c t 

i s quite impossiluile, "This is a demographical absurdity 
jn 

but a s t a t i s t i c a l fact" , These immigrants got t h e i r 

names enl is ted in the voters l i s t of soma bordering s t a t e s 

of India, Many po l i t io ia r s i"i ftssam were willing to 

en l i s t t h e i r names in voters l i s t to build up t h e i r 

own vote banks. The politictAns as well as the p o l i t i c a l 

pa r t i e s encouraged immigrat,tn to inf la te the number 

of t h e i r supporters durinc i lect ion t ime. Many Pakistani 

nationals who l e f t Tripura en iheir own stated on 

return to Pakistan that the" had voted for the candidates 

of a pa r t i cu la r po l i t i ca l pfjrty of India, These 

foreigners were rather assitted in en l i s l lng t h e i r 

names in the voters l i s t , 

20, Ib id , 
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The problem of immigration which cropped up 

in the nineteenth century has not yet been solved, even 

a f t e r t h i r t y t i c h i years of India ' s Independence, At 

the time of pattitLion in 1947, ftssam uias proposed to 

be united ui th East Bengal to form a Muslim majority 

s t a t e , Hotuetter, t h i s uias not achieved dgi to the unftlring 

effort of Gopinath Bordoloi along with some other leaders 

belonging to Assamese middle class* The Cabinet 

Mission's proposal t o group Assam with Bengal for 

creating a Muslim region was vehemently opposed by the 

people of Assam led by the middles-class Readership. All 

sections of people except the Muslim League protested 

against the p lan . 

The continuous stream of linmigrants have posed 

a th rea t to the socio-oultural ident i ty of the Assamese 

people , Ths iasue i s rooted in the Colonial Elfp bub i t 

uaa vaissd tn the form of a movement only in 1979 

which i s , obviously too l a t e to reverse a tiend tha t 

has continued for mors than a century* The 

internat ional boundnry betuaiin Aseam and Banglade«h 

i s s t i l l i l lguaxdsd. There i s no l i ne of demarcation 

betuedn Assam and Bangladeeh except some p i l l a r s t o 
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identify the border. The distr ict of Karimganj (in Assam) 

and the distr ict of Oakiganj ( in Bangladeshi just the 

apposite of Karimganj) is divided by tns river KUshSflra, 

Whoever gets the chance easily eroseee the river and 

goes to Bangladesh or borne to India* Oh 21 Septembery 
t i 

1984| uhen bandh ues observed in Bangladseh for 

withdraual of Martial law, the people of Karimganj also 

observed 'bandh*. The tinguatded boundary has rather 

complicated the situat ion. People of 3a||igaiiJ and 

Karimganj are l iv ing l ike the people Of one d i s t r i e t . 

The immigxants have failed to assimilate uith 

the local IVssamsss uhich in turn} has cxeatad several 

pimblems in Assamese society. The immigrants have 

aipcsptsd the language, dress, e t c . , of the host country. 

Bgt ethnic distinctiveness remains. Some Bengali 

Immigtents «ps«k /V^eaiwss fXusntly bAiich indioatss that 

thsy havs l inguist ioal ly assimllatsd with th« Assamese, 

B^ in their family, they speak Bengali, uhich shows 

that assimilation is possibls at the superficial level 

and not intirinsiisaliy. Though outuasdly, they accept 

some cidLtural features of the people of the host 

country, yet t h ^ retain ths i r ident i ty . 
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The aaaimilation of these immigMnts i s more 

eUperficial than l » a l . Equally aerious i s the 'economio 

c r i s i s * aggravated by the influx which manifests i t s e l f 

in the deepening poverty and unemployment among the 

Assamese people. 

IMMIGRATiON - ITS IMmCT ON THE 
ECONOMY OF ASSAM 

The unabated influx of immigrants from 

Bangladesh (erstwhile East Pak&stan) to Assam has put 

pressure on the economy of Assam, The large scale 

influx has created landlessnese of the indigenous 

pBopla, Impact of immigration can be fe l t not only in 

the economic sphere but a l sc in the soc io-po l i t i ca l 

s)3here, "The presence of these migrants has shaken 

the foundations of Assamsse soc ia l s t ruc ture and 

created so l ida r i t y among the Assamese even u/hile 

generating deavsgss bstuesn the Indigenous Assamese 

and the imilptMut t d i M l S . U h»» influsnesd ths 

educational socia l and economic asp i ra t ions of 

•.21 
countless Asssmess,, ," 

2 1 , Wyron Weinsr, qp .c l t , . . p»81. 
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I n i t i a l l y , Immigration was welcomed because 

the immigrants (farm Easteth Bengal) were generally hardy 

peasants and they converted marshy lands in to cu l t ivab le 

lands and produced paddy and j u t e . But taking the 

advantage o f the need of the Assamese people, these 

landless people entered Assam in such a big uiay tha t i t 

led t o the r ise in the populat ion, both ru ra l and urban 

which, u l t i m a - t e l y , put pressure on land and resulted in 

the landless ness of the l oca l peasants in the r u ra l 

areas. 

Immigration of peasants put pressure on 

economy,especially, on the ru ra l ecorromy. The per capita 

a v a i l a b i l i t y of cu l t i vab le land dtrci^ases with the 

increase in popula t ion. This i s noticeable in case of 

Assam, "The t o t a l area of land in Assam i s 78 lakh 

hectares and the population was 146 lakhs in 1971 as 

per Cebsus, The land per capita there fo re , comes t o 

0,5 hectare only • • • the land avai lable fo r 

c u l t i v a t i o n is foutid to be 29 lakh hectares ob ly . 

Thus the avai lable ag r i cu l t u ra l land pet capita was 

0,517 hectares i n 1961 and 0,20 hectares i n 1971 as 

against 0,30 and 0,25 hectares respect ively -for the 



166 

22 country as a whole". The per capita aua i l ab i l i ty of 

cul t ivable land in Assam is one of the lowest in 1971 

i . e . , only 0,20 hec ta res . In a single decade, v i z . , 

1961-74, the per capita agr icul tura l land in Assam declined 

from 0,27 hectares to 0,20 hectares . This gradual 

decrease in the per capita ava i l ab i l i t y of cult ivable 

lands can undoubtedly be a t t r ibuted to the rapid growth 

of population in Assam, which is caused by large scale 

imm ig rat ion , 

In Assam, the average size of holding i s lowest 

in the country. When communal disturbances broke out in 

East Pakistan in 1951 and 1964, there was influx of 

refugees into Assam, Again during the l ibera t ion 

movement of East Bengal in 1970-71, there was also a big 

influx, mostly of Bengali MusJiims, Population increase 

led to the reduction of size of average land holding in 
n 

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

hectares in 1970-71 to 1,37 hectares in 1976-77". 

The following tab le shows the per capita agr icu l tura l 

holding in rural areas of the d i s t r i c t s of Assam in 1971-

22, li/orld AQricuj.tural Census. 1970-71, Assam 
(Published by Directorate of Economics and 
S t a t i s t i c s , 1970), 

23 , Atul Goswami, "Assam's Industr ia l Development-
Urgency of New DirectiOO", £:cpiiomic and Po l i t i ca l 
kJeekLy. 23 May, 1981, 
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T/VBLE NO.5 

S t a t a / O i s t r i c t 

ASSAn 

GOALPARA 

KAMRUP 

DARRANG 

NOUGONG 

SIBSAGAR 

LAKHinPUR 

M 

-

-

-

-

-

-

Tota l agric 
t u r a l land 
ru ra l areas 
( i n hectare 

2,831,590 

463,226 

591,148 

371,529 

318,120 

355,621 

347,576 

u l -
in 

Total r u ra l 

13,630,561 

2,052,809 

2,519,028 

1,632,445 

1,561,558 

1,682,665 

1,869,839 

i Per Capita 
I ag r i cu l t u ra l 
1 holding 
8 ( i n hectares) 

0,21 

0,23 

0.23 

0,23 

0,20 

0,21 

O.tS 

Immigration has again r e s u l t e d in the chronic 

unemployment problem in Assam, Number of l o c a l youths 

looking for jobs have increased t remendously . The 

immigrants get t h e i r names r e g i s t e r e d in the va r ious 

Employmeht Exchanges of ftissam. In 1976, t h e number of 

job seekers in Assam was 214,270 as recorded in t h e 

Employment Exchanges, The nunber increased t o 250,000 

in Oanuary 1980 , The Bangladeshi Hindus give "Care of 

( c / o ) " in t h e i r addresses for communication which 

* Census A t l a s , Census of Ind i a , 1971 , S e r i e s 3 , 
Par t IX, Assam, p , 1 1 6 . 
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24 
i n d i c a t e s t h a t they haue migrated r e c e n t l y . 

The immigrants have a very s t rong hold over 

o p p o r t u n i t i e s of employment and accupa t i on . The Hindu 

Bengalees monopolised w h i t e - c o l l a r jobs in the p r o v i n c e . 

By the beginning of t h e present c en tu ry , l awyer s , 

d o c t o r s , c l e r k s in government o f f i c e s and banks ueee 

almost a l l educated Bengalee.Hindu m i g r a n t s . In midd le -

c l a s s occupat ions in ftssarffy^jrhese Bengalees occupy a 

dominaht p o s i t i o n . 

That t he immigrants occupy a dominant p o s i t i o n 

in the job market has been revealed by the Employment 

Revieuj Committee of t h e Government of Assam, In i t s t h i r d 

r e p o r t , t h e Committee s t a t e d t h a t in 28 u n i t s comprising 

seven pub l i c s e o t o r I n d u s t r i e s , 16 p r i v a t e s e c t o r 

i n d u s t r i e s and 5 banks , with a t o t a l s t r e n g t h of 

29,537 employees, only 14,368 o r A9f(> had t h e i r b i r t h 

p l aces in Assam and only 10,473 o r Z5% had /Assamese 

as t h e i r mother t o n g u e . Out of the 2095 employees in 

t h e Class I and I I only 762 o r 36^ had t h e i r b i r t h 
' '^rT~^ Tf-T mm i ' i M I MI ipmi « i ii i ' IMM^, • • i i i M I M I H M LII I ' • U W m JI H • • - I 

2 4 , A,,K, Das, o p , o l t . , p , 4 7 . 



169 

25 p laces in Assam, The eighth report of the Committee 

reveals the fact that in the plywood industry, out of 

B7 senior o f f i c e r s 66 persons or 76?S were from outside 

Aissam. 

Tea garden labourers of Assam4pftinly cons i s t s 

of people belonging t o Biharj Orissa and Uttar Pradesh, 

Generally, the l o c a l labourers during Colonial Era were 

reluctant to work. But those feu who were wi l l ing t o work 

did not get a chance due to the presence of innumerable 

labourers from o u t s i d e , "In 1901 the t o t a l number of 

labourers stood at 6,54^000^ After 1911, great expansion 

took place in the tea gardens as a resul t of which in 

the decade 1911-21 alone about 7,69,000 labourers were 

imported into the s t a t e . In the decade 1921-31 about 

27 1 |69,00a labourers were iinported into Assam", 

In the agr icu l tura l s e c t o r , more or l e s s the 

whole agr icu l tura l economy was and s t i l l continues t o be 

dominated by labourare from Bengal, In the commercial 
• • • . . - . , - . . — . • • • :—• . . . . .ji •—-T^mMiiiLiB • m i l - r • - • f I I i i i r • T 

2 5 , Assembly Secre tar ia t , Riapflgt of th> Smplovmeryt 
Review Commi„ttea (Gauhati,Oecsmb«r 1973) , p , 5 0 , 

2 6 , Assembly S e c r e t a r i a t , R ŝpjart of the Eno^oyment 
Review Committee (Gai*iati,1979), pip,10-13, 

2 7 , T,K, Chaudhury, Oemooraohic Trends in Aasapi 
(Delhi , 1982) , p , 3 2 . 
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sec tor a l s o , outsiders dominate. Trade i s en t i re ly in the 

hands of Maruari merchants. They appropriate the wealth 

Which is generated in the s t a t e j with the hops of eoonomio 

ga ins . The indigenous people find themselves lock up In 

an unequal competition with the Marwari t r ade r s i 

The landlords in Assam cannot be compared with 

t h e i r counterparts in any ofher s t a t e of India^ Not a 

single mil l ionaire can be found among the ^ssameee people. 

Most of the people do not even own 10 heotares df land. 

The number of immigrants are increasing in 

such a way t h a t , in course of t ime, they will capture 

p o l i t i c a l power and dominate the /\ssamese In t he i r own 

home land. Trade, Industry, cul t ivable lands, u h i t e . 

co l la r jobs a l l are passing into the hands of t u t s i d e r s t 

Thua, the continuing influx of the i l l ega l emigrants 

have not only cul tura l but also p o l i t i c a l and economic 

implications* The growing awareness among the Assamese 

population has reaulted in the generation of mass 

resentment against the outs idere , as i s evident from 

the recent ag i ta t ion against foreign nationals In 

fVssam* 



CONCLUSION 



1 7 1 

The present study has unfolded the origin of 

the Assamese middle class and the role played by i t in 

the soc io-po l i t i ca l sphere of the Assamese socie ty . Both 

Colonial and post-colonial period have been covered in i t . 

In pre-colonial Assamese society mainly two 

classes could be found •• nobi l i ty and paiks forming the 

upper and the louier stratum of the society respect ively . 

Besides these tuo major giroupSi there were another giroup 

of people who acted as scribes and off icers under Ahom 

system of adminis trat ion. They did not havs the 

pr ivi leges enjoyed by the nobles. But they were also 

not required to render manual se rv ice . This group of 

people formed the basis on which modem middle class 

could emerge during Colonial Era, Though middle class 

in Assames society emerged during Colon ic Eva, the basis 

fOT i t s emergence lay in the p r s - ^ l o n i a l period, 

Eletablishment of educational i n s t i t u t i o n s , 

8|?r89tJ 6f Btt)dffi*ft edtJCVtlOh eftd wdfrtmic •dnaftgeH leO 

t o the o rys ta l l i za t lon of the Kssamese middle c l a s s . 

F a c i l i t i e s for formal education during Bri t ish Rule were 
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mostly cornered by High Caste Hindus with a good 

financial background. 

After the annexation of Assam the Br i t i shers 

brought/middlB-olass people from Bengal to help them 

in administrationi Since Bengal oame under Bri t ieh contact 

f i r s t , t h i s was the f i r s t group to have the benefit of 

EInglish and higher education« Ih f a a t | early Br i t i sh 

administration was run by thees 1mmigraniBiBehgall 

language was introduced as eouirt language end also the 

medium of instruct ion for the benefit of these Bengalees, 

The fear of l i n g u i s t i c and cul tura l domination agitated 

the minds of the Assamese and t h i s caused t h e i r opposition 

toiuards Bengalees* Although^ /Vssamese was restored to 

i t s former posit ion in 1873* ths l i n g u s t i i sentiments 

continued to provide the basis for p o l i t i c a l ag i ta t ion 

by the middle o lass , in Ixite colonial as well ae pos t -

indepsndencs period. Such santiments also prov/lded the 

ral lying point fos t h e i r powerful r i v a l s , ths Bengalee 

middle c l a s s , 

E^cistence Of Assamese middle c lass as a 

*class^ made i t s presence fe l t only by the middle of 
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nineteenth century. In 1857, Mani Ram Dewan, who i n i t i a l l y 

collaborated with Br i t i sh but l a t e r on he turned against 

the t a j , made a covert attempt to overthxou the Bri t i sh 

Rule, Gradually ftssamese middle class s tar ted par t ic ipat ing 

in a l l the major contemporary issues of the thsn 

/Vssamese society* 

Revolts by ths peasants during the early Bri t i sh 

Rule in Assam^ were the ea r l i e s t popular mass based 

movements of Assam* The peasants protested against ban on 

poppy c ta t iva t ion in 1B60 and also against government's 

f i sca l policy through formation of r a i j mels (people's 

Assemblies). 

Formation of various eabhaa atW associat ions 

marked the growth of po l i t i c a l consciousness amongst the 

people of the Brahmaputra Valley from the middle of 

ninetsenth csnbury* Thate associat ions and organizations 

were led by leaders from the middle c lass of Assamese 

soc ie ty , Oorhat Sarvajanlk Sabha uias formed In 187S 

through which Assamsse middle olass dsmandsd tha t 

' sons of the so i l i ahould be given f i r s t preference 

in matters of itecruitment in government servioes* 
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In the absence of p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s , these 

associat ions and organizations acted as a l ink betuieen 

government and the masses. Though most of these 

organizations were cul tura l and l i t e r a r y in nature whose 

primary function was to spread advanced knowledge among 

the people, they breated aujareness of fcontemporary 

major issues and sought to arouse the s p i r i t of national 

consciousness amongst thern^ Monthly and uaskly journals , 

edited by high caste educated middle-class people of 

Assam, appeared by the end of nineteenth century to 

disseminate knowledge and information among the people 

of the jral ley. Po l i t i c a l a r t i c l e s were published in 

these ftoumals to rouse the s p i r i t of natio^^alism in the 

minds of the people. Though the a r t i c l e s published in 

these journals were moderate in nature , sometimes even 

a r t i c l e s condemning some of Br i t i sh Government 

po l i c ies were a lso published. These journals and 

newspapers aimad at asser t ing legit imate r igh ts of fhe 

Assamese people* 

With t h e i r educational qtiali float ion and 

auaxenesa of the contempoxazy p o l i t i c a l i s sues , the 
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middle class of Assam had already established a l ink with 

the Indian mainstream by 1920, During Colonial Eta , the 

Assamese people had to carry on tuo struggles 

simultaneously- fight for preserving t h e i r own socio­

p o l i t i c a l ident i ty and fight for u/resting independence 

from the Br i t i sh in concert with the res t of India , 

IMabin Chandra Bordoloi and Tarun Ram Phukan were two of 

the important figures in t h i s gtruggle. By the t h i r t i e s 

ff the present century, both Phukan and Bordoloi got 

themselves involved in the active po l i t i c s of the va l l ey , 

Assam played s ignif icant role in non-co-operation, 

c i v i l disobedience and quit India movemsnt along with 

the res t of the countjry, 

Assamese nafcionaliem manifested i t s e l f through 

l i n g u i s t i c and socio-economic i s sues . Due to Colonial 

const t a i n t s the gsowth and dsvelopfflent af Aiseameee 

middle olass remained feeble throughout nineteenth 

century, Slnoe the Assamese lUddi# class were at the mercy 

of Br i t i sh r u l e r s , i n i t i a l l y they usre unable to 

par t ic ipa te in the contempoxar> i s sues . But subsequently, 

they cams forward am) vehemently opposed the r a j . 
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ftssamese natlonallem took a well dfefined shape uhen 

warious issues l i ke language, Immigration, Joba for 

localsy imvamsnt for col legia te education began to be 

ar t icula ted by the educated /Vssamese middle class* 

Large scale influx of peasants firom present 

day Bangladesh in search of waste lands and middle-class 

Hindus in search of uihite-<«3llar jobs has aggravated 

unemployment among the locals* Most of the white-tJollar 

jobs have been monopolised by the Bengalees. The language 

controversy and the immigration issue provided the 

springboard for the Assamese middle class to assei^ 

I t s e l f , The absence of ^ viable Assamese bourgeoisie 

brought the middle-class leadership in sharp focus in 

the struggle for rea l iea t lon of the legit imate 

aspira t ions of the Assamese people* 

The sbats of Assam has uibnessed a marked 

change in i t s demographic s t ructure due to the influx 

of different groups of people from out«ida«Aflsame8e 

landlords and zamlndard employud the peasants from 

Mymeneingh d i s t r i c t of Bangladeeh in t h e i r agr icu l tu ra l 
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field and fully u t i l i sed tha services of the peasants, 

Assam's ava i l ab i l i ty of f e r t i l e land, i t s immense economio 

po ten t i a l , and the reluctance of the local people to hard 

work ujere some of the factors respensible for large scale 

immigration culminating in present c r i s i s . 

There were several unorganised attempt by the 

Assamese people agai r i immigration during Br i t i sh days 

which proved unproductive. After Independence, people 

of Assam star ted a broad based movement against continued 

influx of foreigners under tha banner of AA.SU and 

AAGSP, Since the inception of the movement, the Assamese 

people have been agi ta t ing against the threa t to the 

ident i ty of the Assamese people* They are scared of 

losing t h e i r ident i ty* 

In Aesam, an equally Iwpertant problem l e tha 

economic c r i s i s which i s in tensi f ied by the influx J f 

foreigners* The economio c r i s i s la aggravated by the 

domination of • u t s i d s r s in the field j f t rade and 

«5omni»rce, white-tJollar jobs and in agr icu l tu ra l Bphe3ce, 

This economic c r i s i s i^s createci xenophobia in the 
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minds of Assamese people, uho have been worst hit by the 

problem of Unemployment, 

Given the h i s to r i ca l background o? the s t a t e , 

i t i s not easy to find a solution to Assam's manifold 

probleme, eapecia l ly , the problem of foreigners . In 

Assam, diverse r e l i g i o - l i n g u i s t i c groups exist including 

Assamese Hindus, Assamese Î UQllms^ Bengali Hindus and 

Muslims and t r i b a l s . In shor t , the whole population 

of Assam i s an incongruous combination of diverse 

religio—linguietic and ethnic groups, overlapping© in 

such a confusing mosaic which gives r i se to manifold 

problems• 

Assamese middle c lass played crucial role in 

a r t i cu l a t ing ths needs and the concern of the Assamese 

people in these major problem areas and also In the 

matter of aooial reforms l ike widou) remarriage and 

education for uomen« Cetabliehment of various vocational and 

and technical educational i n s t i t u t i o n s , establlehment 

of Gauhati University, High Court, Oil Refineries 

urere the resul t of pers is tent effort of the middle 

c l a s s . Leadership f f a l l these various movements uns 
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drawn from t h i s section of the soc ie ty . This c lass 

remained at the forefront of a l l v i t a l social and 

p o l i t i c a l developments before and a f te r Independence, 

Widdle dlass of Pvssam also have an aspirat ion for emerging 

as the dominant bourgeoisie of the region^ But the absence 

of capi ta l hinders them in fu l f i l l ing t h e i r a sp i r a t i ons . 

Major problems of Assam re la te to issues of 

economic development, immigration and language, Assam is 

an economically backward s ta te compared to other advanted 

regions of India, The Bri t ish established tea plantat ions 

and extracted maximum prof i t s which were repatr ia ted to 

UK and these were not invested for development of 

Aissam, Prior to independence, l i t t l e a t tent ion was given 

t o the development of industry in Assam, Investments 

were l imited to tea industry and other sectors were 

u t t e r l y neglected* In the poAtxindspendence Aeeam) the 

process of indus t r ia l development etacied only towards the 

l a t e r par t of second plan (1956><6l}« HithertO| Assam 

wa« neglected it^ ce^aiid to oenttdl, InvMiMni nn 

indus t r ia l project* • The Bri t iah Co3.oniali8t8 main aim 

was t o take away surplus generated in the s t a t e . But 
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Assam*8 development continued to be overlooked in the 

i n i t i a l phase of post-independence period, While 

intensifying the exploi tat ion of Assam's rich natural 

resources, the Bentral Government was neglectful dRd 

indifferent to the need for indus t r ia l i s ing the s t a t e . 

Besides, private capi ta l uias also not a t t rac ted due to 

lack #f inf ras t ruc tura l f a c i l i t i e s . I t i s the Assamese 

middle c lass which voiced the demand for indus t r ia l 

development of the s t a t e and led the fitruggle foE i t . 

Consequently, during the th i rd plan period (1961-^6), 

many industr ies in public sector s ta r ted eoming Mp, 

The roots of language tangle in Assam l i e in 

the Colonial Era, After t h e i r annexation of Assam in 

1826, the Br i t i shers intrfcoduced BengaXi language in 

courtd and schools . After repeated protest by middle-class 

leadership, 'Assamese* was again introduced in schools 

in 1873, Houever, the language issue has remained 

eseent ia l ly unresolved since then . I t led t o language 

r i o t s in 1960 over the question of making Assamese the 

o f f i c i a l language, and again in 1972 over the question 

of making Assamese the medium of instruct ion s f 

University l e v e l , Various e thno- l inguis t ic groups 
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form a part of Assam, When demand for giving due place to 

the Assamese language yjas ra i sed , the legit imate 

aepira t ions of varioue l i n g u i s t i c groupsi which formed a 

part of the s t a t e of Assam at that t ime, were not taken 

into consideration, by the leadership of the movement. 

This uae one of the important reasons for the 

dismerobermeht of Assam and the creation of the Hil l 

s t a t e s . The insens i t iv i ty of the Assamese middle class 

totsiatde the legit imate aspirat ioha of the plains t r i b a l s 

of Assam has led to the formation of t r i b a l organizations 

l ike Plains Ifribal Ccuncil of Assam (PICA), uihich i s 

demanding a separate s ta te for the plains t r i b a l s of 

Assam, 

Migration atafcted with the Br i t i sh annexation 

of Assam in 1826, I n i t i a l l y , the Br i t i shers as u/ell as 

the loca l po l i t i c i ans were In favour of immigration. 

Because the Inmigxant paaaante laboured in tha f e r t i l e 

landa of Assam and Increased agr icu l tu ra l productivity 

thereby* contrlbubad t o Assam's agr icu l tu ra l development. 

But aubsaquently, continued and inoreaaed flou of 

immigsatita atarbed putting pressure on land result ing 

in the decrease of per capita ava i l ab i l i t y of cul t ivable 
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land in (Vasam. 

The state of ftesam has got a rl0h resource 

base. Had t5enter not neglected tha developmant of 

A.saam, the magnitude of unemployment and landlessness 

would have been considerably l e ss than uhat it i s 

to-day. 
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(1) ANANDARAM DHEKIAL PHUKAN (1829-1859)* Ha uae born in 

an enlightened Brahmin landowner family and 

educated in the Hindu College of Calcut ta , Chagrined 

at the Continuance of Bengali language in the 

Bchoole of Assanif he took up the cause of Assamese 

and wrote se r ies of books and a r t i c l e s in journals 

in Assamese language* He believed in the 

regenerative role of Br i t i sh rule and remained a 

loyal goVBimment servant unt i l hie death* 

(2) ANANDARAM BARUA (185CM889): He was born a t North 

Gauhatlf a Kayaetha by c a s t e . Educated a t Government 

High School of Gauhati and Presidency College, 

Calcutta, since there was no college in Assam at 

that time* After taking graduation in Science he 

went to England• He wae the f i r s t graduate, f i re t 

ba r r i s t e r and f i r s t c iv i l i an of Aseam. He was 

appointed Di s t r i c t riagiBtrate« 

(3) GUNABHIRAM BARUA (1837-1894)8 A Brahmin fay cas t e , 

educated hifflself a t Calcutta and Presidency College, 

He was a Government servant and a social reformer 

and married a widow. He l e f t a Isgacy of n.v,50f 000/-« 

Ha se t t l ed in Calcutta a f t e r re t i r smsnt . 
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(4) GHANASHYAn BARUA ( 1 8 6 7 - 1 9 2 3 ) » Hia father waa a 

Mauzadar and a Kalita by c a s t s . He waa matriculated 

in 1882 and took his higher education in Calcut ta , 

He was the member of Imperial Legialativ/e Council, 

1913-165 Member Assam Legislative Council 1916-23, 

He s tar ted his Doloujan Tea Estate in the IBfO's, 

(5) HE:MCHANDi=?A BARUA (1835-1896)» A Brahmin by caste and 

a social reformer. He was the ed i tor of an Ejigiish 

weekly 'The Assam News'*He had a share in the Assam 

Printing Corporation, 

(6) 3AGANNATH BARUA (l851-190?)« He was a Bxahmin by 

c a s t e . He graduated himself from Presidency Cdllege, 

Calcut ta , He JPthed several tea gardens. He was the 

yice-President of Gorhat Sarvajanik Sabha, 

(7)KAt|PfASftO CHALIHA (1862-I9l4)l He was a Kayastha by 

oas t e . He u/ae the son of a tea garden employee of 

Assam Company, Matticulated from Sibsagar High 

Sdiool in 1878| Elmployea of the Assam Company, He 

s tar ted four tea gardens with encouragemeht from 

Curopean Patrons, 3ad9V Prasad and Bimslaprasad, 

both didtinQuiehed Congressmeni were his sons« 

(6) UAKSHniNATH BCZBARUA (1868-1938 )t He waa bom in 

1668 (as he etatea in hie autobiography). He was 

the son of Dlnanath Bezbarua, who owned tuo email 

tea gardens. Passed his Entrance Examination in 
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1886 and securing government scholarship he read 

in the Ripon, City and Assambly Collegee in 

Calcut ta , He graduated in ft.rtB in 1890, Bezbarua 

entered into timber business f i r s t in partnership 

with Bholanath Barua then with Bard & Co, and finally 

on an independent ecale at Sambalpur in Orissa, 

where he stayed t i l l the l a s t day of his l i f e . 

He uias the doyen of modem Rssamese l i t e r a t u r e , 

(9) mNIKCHaWDRft BARUA {1851-1915)* He was a Kayastha 

by c a s t e , Educated at Gauhati High School and 

Presidency CtJllega, He s tar ted business in European 

partnershi|i« He flltned tea gardens, a small Bteatneri 

an icefactDry and saw m i l l s . He was the business 

partner of Anandaram Ohekial Phukan and member of 

the Eas-* Bengal and Assam, l a t e r Assam Legislat ive 

Council, 1909^1915. 

(10) NAB IN CHANDRA BOROaOI (1875--1936)« He was the eon 

of a high ranking government servant, Bai Bahadur 

Oladhav Chandra Boxdoloi, N»C,Bordoloi uas chosen 

by the Assam A.ssociation to carry out i t s p o l i t i c a l 

mission in England* 

(11) TARUN RAM PHUKAN (1877-1939)J He paessd the 

Entrance Examination in 1892f Passed F.A, 

exaraina t ion from the Preaidency College,Caicutta | 

Retux?ned to India in 1905 a« the th i rd b a r r i s t e r 

of Assam; Chairman of Gauhati Local Board in 

1923 and 1936, Phukan was representing the 
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l andho lde r s of h i s va l l ey on the ftssam L e g i s l a t i v e 

Counci l , ever s ince 1912, He p a r t i c i p a t e d in t h e 

non-<50-operation movement, 

(12) BIWUV PimSAO CHALIHA (1912-1971 )s Borh in March 

1912, He was dducated a t Government High School , 

Sifasagar and City Co l l ege , C a l c u t t a , He l e ^ s t u d i e s 

t o p a r t i c i p a t e in t h e Nat ional Movement, 1930, He 

was appointed as the Chief Min i s t e r of Assam in 

December 1957, He was e l e c t e d t o Assam L e g i s l a t i v e 

Assembly in Bye-« lec t ion in 1958 and continued 

as C^ief n i n i s t e r t i l l 1962 General E l e c t i o n | again 

r e - e l e c t e d t o Assam L e g i s l a t i v e Assembly 1962 and 

became t h e Chief Min i s t e r for t h e second termj r e ­

e l e c t e d t o Assam L e g i s l a t i v e A,ssembly 1967 and took 

over t h e o f f i ce of the Chief M i n i s t e r , Assam for the 

t h i r d consecut ive t e rm . He owned t e a - g a r d e n s , 

(13) BISHNURAM MEBHIS Born a t v i l l a g e Hajo (Assam) in 

the yea r 1888 , Educated a t Gauhati and C a l c u t t a , 

3oined Gauhati Bar 1915 , P a r t i c i p a t e d in t h e non—co-

opera—tion movement 1920, Elec ted to Assam 

L e g i s l a t i v e Assembly, 19385 r e - e l e c t e d t o Assam 

L e g i s l a t i v e Assembly, 19465 Deputy Leader and 

Finance and Revenue M i n i s t e r , Assam 1946-50| 

Succeeded Gopinath Bordoloi as Assam's Chief 

Min i s te r on 5th August 1950 amd continued t i l l 

1957; Governor of Madras 1958-64j Elec ted t o 

Assam L e g i s l a t i v e Assembly in 1967, 
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(14) î OINUL HaaUE CHAUDHURY (1923- )i He was bom in 

t h e D i s t r i c t of Cachar . He was educated a t S i l c h a r , 

Gauha t i , Ca lcu t t a and Aligarhc He s t a r t e d p r a c t i s i n g 

Law a t S i l c h a r in 1948 and l a t e r on becaroe an 

Advocate of Assam High Court» He was e l e c t e d to the 

Assam L e g i s l a t i v e Assentily (ALA) in 1952, He was 

again e l e c t e d t o Assam L e g i s l a t i v e Assembly in 1957 

and was appointed a s M i n i s t e r , He was included in 

t h e Cabinet again as a H i n i a t e r when S h r i Chaliha 

formed the Cabinet towards the end of 1957, He was 

r e - e l e c t e d t o ALA again in 1962, He was a s s o c i a t e d 

with va r ious s o c i o - c u l t u r a l and p o l i t i c a l o r g a n i s a t i o n , 

(15) SARAT CHANDRA GOSUKMIs Born a t v i l l a g e Kapahera in 

the d i s t r i c t of Nowgong, He was c lose ly a s soc i a t ed 

with t h e a c t i v i t i e s of the Assam Students* Federa t ion 

t i l l 1942| was a member, execut ive body, A l l Assam 

S t u d e n t s ' Union and subsequent ly Assam Students* 

Congress t i l l 1949, I t was Sara t Chandra Goswami 

who i n s p i r e d t h e move for a s epa ra t e Univers i ty 

in Assam, He was e l ec t ed t o Assam L e g i s l a t i v e 

Assembly in 1967, Appointed a s Min i s t e r of S t a t e , 

Elducation in 1 9 7 1 , 

(16) SIR MD,SAADULLA(1885-1955)» Muhammad Saadul la was 

bom on 21st May,1885 i n t o an orthodox Musliin family 

of Gauha t i , Saadu l l a , a f t e r ob ta in ing Mas t e r ' s 

d e g r e e , went t o Ca lcu t t a in 1908 to study l a w . In 

1920, he en ro l l ed himself as an advocate a t t he 
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Calcu t t a High Cohort, In 1923, he stood for e l e c t i o n 

t o t h e Second Refftrmed L e g i s l a t i v e Council and 

re turned with m a j o r i t y . In t h e e l e c t i o n s t o the 

t h i r d Reformed Council in 1926, Saadul la won by 

a l a r g e m a j o r i t y . Knighthood was conferred on 

him In 1928, He was t h e Premier of ft,8sam with a 

few in t e r rup t l l aos for nine yea r s* 

Sourcet Compiled through pflrraonal i n t e rv iews of 

l e a d e r s and fami l i es of deceased and through 

3iban Char i t ( l i f e ske t ches in Assamese), 

publ ished b i o g r a p h i e s , who's who of fourth 

Assam L e g i s l a t i v e Assembly 1971 and S ix th 

Assam L e g i s l a t i v e Assembly 1978, 
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