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The Post-revolt period in Assam was marked by a rapid growth
of socio-political organisations of which the Jorhat Sorbojanik
Sobha' was perhaps the most important. Founded at Jorhat
in 18842 at the initiative of Raibahadur Jagannath Barooah (1851-
1907) the Sobha was established . ...for the purpose of represent-
ing the wishes and aspirations of the people to the Government,
explaining to the people the objects and policy of the Government,
and generally ameliorating the condition of the people.””® It was
a truly reprentative body having the support of all classes of people
of Jorhat.4 The founder-president of the Sobha was Raja Narana-
rayan Singha, and Jagannath Barooah was its Secretary. After
the death of the former, the later became its President and Devi-
charan Barooah (1864-1916), a lawyer cum planter, its Secretary.

From the very beginning the Jorhat Sorbojanik Sobha was
engaged in a great deal of constructive works. Its activities exten-
ded to all sorts of public welfare programmes. The extension of
railway line to Jorhat and the improvement in the means of communi-
cation were also due to its influence.®* However, being composed
of the loyal and educated gentry of Upper Assam, the Sobha, like
most of the socio-political organisations of the time, did not believe
in direct confrontation with the authorities, but pinned its faith in
constitutional agitation. It was alive to all burning problems of
the day and never failed to espouse the cause of the Assamese
people, incurring thereby the wrath of the official circles from time
to time. Blessed with a wide agrarian base, it made common
cause with the ryots whose conditions were fast worsening due to
the increasing demand of the Government.® It is a pity that in
an agricultural province like Assam where the bulk of the popula-
tion depended on land for subsistence, assessments were mostly
‘arbitrary and unjust’, and did not appear to have been fixed with
reference to their actual capabilities.” So when in early 1886 the
Assam Land and Revenue Regulations were introduced, replacing



thereby the Settlement Rules of 1870, a storm: of protest was raised:
throughout Assam.® Ina mammoth public meeting held at Jorhat.
on2 June 1886, the Sobha strongly criticised the Government policy-
of passing the Regulation in the form of an ordinance rather than
placing the same for a thorough discussion in the Legislative Coun-
cil.? Again in 1892, when as a result of the sudden enhancement
of land revenue the Assamese rural society was terribly rocked,
the Sobha boldly took up the cause of the peasants and mobilised:
public opimion in their Favour, Between October 1892 and Feb.
ruary 1898 the Sorbojanik Sobha held a series of meetings to ‘pro-
test against the policy fof the Government for an excessive increase:
of revenue.’® The resolutions adopted in these meetings re-
flected its deep concern on the declining socio-economic condition
of the people and indirectly forced the Government to reduce land:
revenue from an average of 53 per cent as originally decided to 32.7
per cent.! During this period when agrarian disturbances erupted
in some places of upper Assam some of the members of the Sobha
actively supported the agitating ryots. Jagannath Barooah, its
President, even went to the extent of hiring, at his own expense,
lawyers from Calcutta for the release of the arrested leaders.!2
Though actively associated with the peasant movements of
the late nineteenth century Assam the Jorhat Sorbojanik Sobha
did not remain silent to the various administrative lapses. It
expressed grave concern and anxiety at the policy of frequent
transfer of the experienced officers from Assam to other provinces
and thus depriving the province of the services of competent officers.
The case of Assam being slightly different, it was imperative that
officers having greater knawledge and experience of the province
should be retained for a longer period. Frequent transfer of offi-
cers to and from this province, in the opinion of the Sobha, “‘should
as far as possible be prevented in the interest of the Administration ;
the experienced officers should have sufficient inducements offered:
to them by ameliorating their prospects to remain in the province
and any additional outlay that may be required for the purpose
would be more than well spent.”’® On principle the Sobka was
Perhaps not opposed to a palicy of inter-state transfer of officers ;
but it found no justification why experience acquired in this province
should always be utilised for the benefit of others. It therefore
felt that for the sake of administrative efficiency and convenience
every effort should be made to attract capable offiicers to this re-
mote province and expressed the view that this goal could be parti-
ally achieved by equalising the pay of the Deputy and Assistant
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Commissioners with that of the District Joint and Assistant Magi-
strates of Bengal. “It is hardly necessary to add”, the Sobha re-
presented, “that as this is a comparatively new and growing pro-
vince, her interests should be placed in the hands of experienced
officers who are required to deal with much delicate matters with
a strong planting community, . ... and who require all reasonable
protection; while the people of Assam, passing through a state of
transition. ..., require all the care and sympathy of a paternal
Government.”!+

Regarding the employment of the sons of the soil the Jorhat
Sorbojanik Sobha expressed its profound dissatisfaction for ignor-
ing the claims of the local youths. While there had been a remark-
able progress of higher education in Assam® since 1874, the ave-
nues of employment continued to be closed for the Assamese.
For example, out of the thirty-two graduates of Assam in 1892,
the services of twenty-five were not utilised, whereas in the Surma
Valley none out of fifty could finrd a berth in the cadre of the Extra
Assistant Commissioners In Bengal the Sub-Judicial and BExe-
cutive services were the prerogatives of none but the local univer-
sity graduates, whereas in Bihar and Orissa preference had always
been given to the qualified local candidates for filling provincial
vacancies.'® If that be the case the Sobha found no reasonable
answer as to why a different procedure should be applied in
this province for selecting candidates for similar posts. “It
is hardly necessary to say”, the Sobha observed, “that the natives
of this pravince, not unlike the inhabitants of other countries of
the world, have a natural ambition to serve their own country and
sovereign ; and in this honourable desire they are entitled to re-
ceive encouragement so far as it is consistent with efficiency.””
By supporting the cause of the sans of the soil the Sobha did not
advocate that the executive posts should, as a rule, be always reser-
ved for the Assamese. Rather it wanted that about one-fourth of
the posts should be filled up with non-residents of the province.
and there should also be a few Europeans to give “tone and steadi-
ness to the service.” What the Sobha actually insisted was that the
natives of Assam should receive “‘the same measure of considera-
tion as is shown to the people of different portions of the Govern-
ment of Bengal”, and for this suggested that as far as possible the
“main body of the service” should be filled up locally and in cax
of candidates having equal merit and qualification the natives of
the soil should be preferred.'

The educational policy of the Government was also criticised
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by the Jorhat Sorbojanik Sobha. In its memorial of 14 December
1892 it expressed its resentment at the lukewarm attitude of the
lical authorities towards higher education as evidenced from the
abolition of the second-grade college at Gauhati as an ‘unsuccessful
institution’ and the subsequent reduction in the number of scholar-
ships to only fourteen for a population of nearly two and half
millions. It furher deprecated the decision af the Chief Commi-
ssioner of Assam that no scheduled posts shauld henceforth be re-
served for Assam on the ground that state of education in the pro-
vince did not warrant such reservation “within a measurable dist-
ance of time.”"? The Sobka, therefore, not only urged upon the
Government to take positive steps to encourage higher education
but also to keep the doors open for the local youths to enter such
public departments as post and telegraph, forest, police and educa-
tion.2® Already the people of Assam had to fight a grim battle
to re-establish the Assamese language in its rightful place ; and it
is needless to say that public opinion mobilised by the Sobha in
support. of higher and technical education soon found expression
in a demand for the establishment of Assam’s first college.
The Jorhat Sorbojanik Sobha also took interest in the socio-
economic problems of the time. Opium was an issue ta which its
attention was drawn. Opium had been in the nineteenth century
Assam a commadity of daily consumption for a large section of
the people. With a view to reduce its inordinate use the Govern-
ment in 1860 banned its cultivation and manufacture throughout
the province and the system of issuing the same from Go vernment
treasury under license was introduced. However, notwithstanding
the official policy of ‘maximum of revenue with minimum of consump-
tion’, consumption did not decrease?! as the habitual opium
addicts, taking advantage of the low price of the drug (Rs. 14 in
1860) and increasing facilities of purchase,?® continued to indulge
in this vice. In 1898, a Royal Commission, with Lord Brassey, a
Member of British Parliament as Chairman, visited India to in-
quire into matters relating to the opium evil. The Jorhat Sorbo-
Janik Sobha deputed its President Jagannath Barooah to Calcutta
to submit its views before the Commission. A memorial, prepared
and approved by about three hundred members of the Sobhka on
11 November, 1893, was also submitted to the Commission. It
is interesting that though fully aware of the harm caused by the
excessive consumption of opium the Sobha did not support the
idea of a sudden stoppage of opium supply. In its view such a
step would be disastrous as the bulk of the people who had been
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addicted to this drug for a very long time would be forced to take
other narcotic drugs and spirits which were more harmful to the
people. The memorialists argued
That if the sale of opium be stoped in Assam, those who now
indulge in opium are certain to take to some other stimulant,
and they would in natural course take to spirits. The consump-
tion of spirits, it is hardly necessary to remark , would be hund-
red fold more injurious ihan opium. Drinking is liable to ex-
cess, and the misery and distress that would be caused by exce-
ssive drinking in a hot climate would be simply appaling.*®
Moreover, in the light of the past experience any hasty deci-
sion to prohibit opium was most unwelcome. In fact the memory
of the Nowgong outbreak (1841) was too fresh in their minds.
Under the circumstances the Sobhka believed that the best course
would be to abolish opium by gradual doses, and this could be
effected by gradually raising the price of the drug to such an extent
-which would be beyond the means of the common man. At the
-same time it gave emphasis on arousing mass consciousness against
this vile drug.24 It is true that the views expressed by the Sobha
did not have much influence in the working of the Royal Commis-
sion on Opium, but still, by adopting a very realistic approach to
the opium problem, it did succeed in arousing public opinion through-
out the valley and helping thereby the emergence of a number of
Kani Nibarani Sobhas (associations for the eradication of the opium
havit) in Assam in the early 20th century.?s
With the foundation of the Indian National Congress in 1885
the Jorhat Sorbojanik Sobha was also attracted to the national
struggle. Many of its members took part in the Congress sessions-
Attending the second session of the Congress at Calcutta in 1886,
Devicharan Barooah, its Secretary for seventeen years since 1890,
spoke in favour of immediate introduction of representative govern-
ment.2¢ However, its role in the freedom struggle being one of
‘moderation, was often criticised by the radical section of the Con-
.gressmen. Being composed of loyal, educated, urban elite of
upper Assam, the Sobha, understandably, could not assume an
.anti-Government stanch. For the same reason perhaps it neither
opposed the Partition scheme of Lord Curzon, nor took part in
the Swadeshi and Boycott movements.t” Nevertheless, the Jorhat
Sorbojanik Sobha did succeed in fostering pational consciousness
and patriotism and brought Assam closer to the pational main-
stream.

From the above. discussion it is clear that the Jorhat Sorbo-
a0



janik Sobha, during its short span of life,”® by constantly involv-
ing itself in various socio-economic and political problems of the
region, did a great deal of spade-work in preparing the ground
for a united opposition against governmental injustice. To the
people of the different cross sections of the society the Sobha
provided a common platform for exchanging views on subjects
of common interest. The experience thus acquired stood the ryots
in good stead and facilitated their active participation in the vari-
ous ryot Sobhas which appeared in the last part of the 19th century.
The Sobha also gave the nascent Assamese middle class the nece-
sary political tranining and hence it may be regarded as the pre-
cursor of the first broad-based provincial political organisation,
the Assam Association. Supporting the above view, Benudhar
Sarma, a well-known critic of Assam wrote, “Prior to the esta-
blishment of the Assam Association this (Sorbojanik Sobha) was
the only association which was capable of expressing the public
opinion irrespective of caste, creed and community.”?
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