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_ Th e concept of India's north-east as a single regional entity is of recent 
origin. Historically, it has been recognised more as a unity in term~ of 
its geology or geography. As an administrative formation in the 1pre­
independence era, it largely meant the states of Assam, Manipur and 
Tripura; most hill tracts then were part of Assam. Today, this region, 
east of Bangladesh includes seven states: Assam, Arunachal Pralilesh, 
Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and Tripura. It covers a1'1 area 
98000 sq. miles, and population around 26 million. 

The Himalayan and the sub-Himalayan ranges and the river 
Brahmaputra flowing down from Tibet across an eight hundred miles 
stretch in the Brahmaputra valley have endowed the region with its 
distinctive ecology, landscape and terrain, flora and fauna. The region 
accounts for eight per cent of the total land surface of India; its 
population consists of the hill tribes, the plain tribes and the non-tribal 
population of the plains of Assam. The region has great ethnic, linguistic, 
religious and cultural diversities. 

The languages spoken by the tribes in the hills and the plains belong 
mostly to the Tibeto-Burman branch of the Sino-Tibetan or the Tibeto­
Chinese family. But the languages and the dialects have gone through a 
process of mutation due to the impact of the Aryan expansion in the 
region. Aryan expansion has been historically through Assam's 
Brahmaputra valley. Assamese, the dominant language in the valley is 
an Indo-Aryan language. 

The plains of the region comprise the Brahmaputra and the Surma 
valleys of Assam and the Imphal valley of Manipur. The two valleys of 
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Assam are separated by the Shillong plateau; the ranges of hills running 
in a north-south direction bifurcate the northern part ofManipur. The 
hill ranges meet again in the southern part, enclosing the Manipur valley. 
The hills of Manipur, Nagaland and Tripura form the natural barrier 
between India and Burma. Arunachal Pradesh extends from the foothills 
of the Himalayas and the Brahmaputra valley to the McMahon line which 
is the border between India and China. 

Assam (31000 sq. miles) has a population of20 million: the Brahma­
putra valley stretches from East to West; the Surma valley forms the 
southern adjunct; the two hill districts stand in between. Meghalaya 
(9000 sq. miles) consists entirely of the hills, has a population of l million; 
Nagaland (6000 sq. miles) and Mizoram (8000 sq. miles) have a 
population of 0.5 and 0.3 million respectively. 

Manipur (9000 sq. miles) has a population ofl million. Arunachal 
Pradesh , by far the large~t (32000 sq. miles ) has a population of 0.5 
million while Tripura, the smallest ( 4000 sq. miles) has 1.5 million. 

About two thirds for the population of Manipur live on the valley; 
the rest inhabit the surrounding hills. The Meiteis as well as the twen ty­
two tribes who inhabit the hills belong to the Indo-Mongoloid grou p 
but the culture of the Meiteis had undergone a profound change 
through their adoption ofHinduism in the form ofVaisnavism ofBengal. 
The region's complex demography is reflected in the population growth 
patterns of Assam and Tripura . In 1826, Assam had a population of a 
million but by 1981, it has increased to over 20 million, which is not a 
natural growth but is due mainly to the influx of immigran ts from 
Bangladesh (then East Pakistan). In Tripura the ethnic composition 
has changed due to post-partition influx from East Pakistan. 

In the hill areas of the north-east except Arunachal Pradesh , the 
Christian missions of various d en ominations working for a hundred 
years have brought about a noticeable cultural change: the American 
Baptists worked in Naga hills, the Welsh presbyterians in Khasi andJaintia 
hills, the Baptist mission in Garo hills and the Baptists and the Anglicans 
in Lushai hills; they have created bastions of the Christian religious 
fai th and a new tribal ethos and culture deeply influenced by Christianity. 
In several parts of the region the Church lead ers introduced the Roman 
script, took up the writing of grammars and dictionary and translated 
Christian texts into the tribal languages. However, in Arunachal Pradesh 
there were a good number of Buddhist tribes and others who followed 
an indigenous faith. 

Mter the transfer of power, changes within the new democratic 
framework were introduced in,.the tribal areas. The adoption of the 
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Indian constitution in January 1950 changed the very complextion of 
politics and administration in the region. The political reorganisation 
of the region was completed by the enactment of the North Eastern 
Areas Act, 1971 and finally, by the grant of statehood to Mizoram and 
Arunachal Pradesh in 1987. The special provisions in the constitution 
for scheduled tribes and the provisions for the Sixth Schedule which 
delegated legislative functions for the tribes to legislate on the ownership 
and use efland, the preservation of the tribal customs and administration 
of tribal laws created a new political structure in place of the colonial 
system with its concept of excluded and partially excluded areas and 
oth e r restrictive p rovisio ns mad e applicable through special law or 
regulatio n. Tribal insurgencies like those in Mizoram or Nagaland had 
been a disturbing factor, no doubt but one cannot but agree here with 
th e verdict of a seasoned administrator who said , 'it is not possible for 

- any society to undergo the kind of revolutionary change that the tribal 
society in the north-east has undergone, in many places in a single 
gen eratio n and in o thers at most in two, without setting up the rrtost 
severe stresses and strains within the body politic'~. ' 

II II 
I 

Expansion of the empire became a maj or thrust of British policy by the 
end of the eighteenth century. The imperialist atti tude was bluntly 
proj ected by Lord Wellesley, whose sense of racial superiority was 
matched by his ambition to expand the empire. This expansionist policy 
was also influenced by the evangelist preference for free trade and the 
view tha t Britain's superior civilization and commercial leadership made 
the imperial undertaking a mission.2 

In reality the evangelist postulate for reinforcing the empire was 
manifest in the continuous effort to expand and consolidate the process 
of empire-building. As fa r as n orth-east India was concerned , its 
importance was also considered in terms of the secu rity of the empire. 
T he empire n eeded to keep watch on the sensitive region bordering 
T ibet and China. For instance when Upper Burma was an nexed in 1886, 
it had two objectives: to protect commercial interest and to acquire a 
gateway to Yun nan and south-west China. 

North-east h ad long been regarded as a distinct geopolitical unit 
although it became a unified territory for the first time in the nineteenth 
century. In fact the geographical location of the region has been such 
that it was called the meeting place of the two great civilizations ofindia 
and China.3 
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The region is surrounded by Tibet and Bhutan on the northern 

side, China on the north-eastern side; on the south there is Burma. It is 

also enclosed by natural boundaries, with the Himalayas o n the north , 

Lushai hills on the south , the plains of Manipur in be tween the Naga 

Hills and Chin hills of Burma. Historically, the Brahmaputra valley was 

the heart land. The importance of the valley in ancient times can be 

understood from the following observation: 

The Assam-Burma route started from Pataliputra (Patna) which was th e 

ancient capital of India, passed by Champa (Bhagalapur), Kajangala 

(Rajmahal), a nd Pundavardhana (north Bengal) and proceeded to 
Kamrupa (Gauhati) in Assam. From Assam to Burma the routes to Burma 

were three in early times as now: one by the valley of the Brahmaputra up 

to the Patkoi range and through its passes up to upper Burma; the second 

through Manipur to the Chindwin valley; the third through Arakan up to 

the Irrawaddy valley.4 

It is also surmised that the Buddhist monks had carried Buddhism to 

south China by the Assam-Burma route in the early centuries of the 

Christian era. 
Migrations of different groups of people into the hills and plains 

of the region took place in different periods of history and the process 

continued till the eighteenth century. Assam, situated on the eastern 

extremity for the sub-continent, surrounded by inaccessible mountain 

ranges marked the eastern limit to the eastward Aryan migration·. The 

tribes in the hills have been identified as belonging to the Indo­

Mongoloid group who spoke languages belonging to the Tibeto-Burman 

family with the solitary exception of the Khasi language, which is Austric 
in origin. 

The Khasis had migrated most p robably from south-east Asia, the 

Garos from the southern side of Tibet, the Kukis from southern China 

while the Nagas, it has been speculated came along with the second 

wave of emigration from the traditional cradle of the Indo-Chinese in 

north-western China, which explains their strong affinities with the 

natives of Burma and Philippines but one can be certain of only one 

thing-in the process of transition none retained the racial purity. But 

the ethnic traits were r etained in their languages, the social systems and 

the different levels of culture they carried with them. 
In the nine teenth century, the missionaries and the colo nial 

administrators wrote on Assam's history. Jenkins wrote in the j ournal of 

Asiatic Society on an important copperplate grant; William Robinson 

wrote his Descriptive Account of Assam in 1840; Jenkins also compiled a 
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selection of papers on the hill tracts between Assam and Burma. The 
in terest in historical research culminated in Edward Gait's account of 
the inscriptions, coins, historical and semi-historical manuscripts and 
other source materials published in 1897. 

Most of the colo nial writi!lg falls in the category of descriptive 
ethnography, not a sociological history. In the hill areas they made no 
effort to rework the local histories backward in order to understand the 
migration pattem or the ways of life in the pre-colonial period. Studies 
of the oral history for instance of the !{basis have revealed that 'Khasi 
migration to the present homeland had been of the nature of the 
members of each Kur (clan) migrating together from east to west'.5 

It is also found that there were several stages of evolution of the 
political organization of the Khasis before it led to the formation of the 
Khasi state. 

Assam: Medieval to Modem 
I 

Assamese language originating from Eastern Magadhi prakrit, a branch 
of the Indo-Aryan, d eveloped around the twelfth century AD. 

The first Aryan migration took place in the early centurids of the 
Christian era.6 The Aryan speaking groups of Eastern India who settled 
on the plains of tl1e Brahmaputra Valley carried a superior agricultural 
civilization. These groups speaking the Aryan language were all plough 
cul tivators. Some of them belon ging to these groups were peasan t 
artisans who had at one time or the o ther came under the influence of 
Buddhism. Their social organization was influenced by Buddhism. These 
early Aryan speaking groups were the forerunners or the founders of 
the basic pattern of the social organization in the old Assamese society. 
About the linguistic an teced en ts of these groups, it has been said: 

The dialect of pracya was the one current in what is now Oudh and Eastern 
U.P. and probably also Bihar. This dialect was current among the Vratyas 
who were wandering Aryan-speaking tribes who did not owe allegiance to 
the Vedic fire-cult and the Brahmanic social and religious organization; 
and the pracyas or Easterners were also described as Asura or demoniac, 
i.e. barbarian and hostile for whom the Vedic Aryan had no great love.7 

The Vedic litera ture also speak of the Vratyas who had their settlement 
in Eastern India especially in 'Videha, Magadha and Pragjyotisha' .8 

T he first wage of Aryanization in Bengal was brough t by the Vratyas 
or the non-Vedic Aryans, wh o also according to some sch olars gave birth 
to Buddhism and J ainism. There was a difference between the Vedic 
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Brahmanical Aryans of the Upper Gangetic valley and the Aryan­
speaking Vratyas who wandered into the Brahmaputra valley and settled 
there. Scholars also link them with the Bhauma or Naraka or the Varman 
dynasty who ruled Assam (Pragjyotisha) till the middle of the seventh 
century.9 

It is clear that the first settlers of the Brahmaputra valley cleared 
the d ense forests with their iron implements in order to cultivate with 
the plough and the 'first cattle breede rs and food producers had no 
n eed to push anyone back ' as D.D. Kosambi has clarified: 

The dispalcement of tribal people implies they were formerly settled where 
the main settlement now h appe n to be. This is highly improbable, for 
the most productive lands today either need heavy irrigation o r were dense 
jungles fit only for certain amount of hunting in th e driest seasons.10 

It is seen that the Bodo-Kacharis in the Brahmaputra valley and other 
tribals practised shifting cultivation and were more used to broadcast of 
seeds than to transplan ting; this was so even in the medieval period. 
Significantly, ' the terms of most of the items of agricultural implements 
connected with settled cultivation in the languages of the such tribal 
groups of the plains as the Missings, the Karbis, the Rabhan are loan 
words from the Assamese; this shows their earlie r connection with 
shifting cultivation' .11 

It has also been indicated how tl1e process of Aryanization had 
gone beyond the Brahmaputra valley. Suniti Kumar Chattetjee h olds 
that 'The Aryan language spread in the wake of the spread of the 
agricultural communities, in this way a wedge of Aryan language spread 
through the plain lands of Sylet between the Bodes of the east and 
those ofTripura'. 12 

It seems that the early Aryan speakers of the Brahmaputra valley 
through their interaction with other groups speaking a Tibeto-Burman 
or Sino-Tibetan language laid the foundation of Assamese language in 
the medieval period. The o ther significan t feature that emerged was 
that the social institutions that undermined caste and gave a certain 
distinctiveness to the Assamese social identi ty during the impact of neo­
Vaisnavism were to a great extent derived from the early Buddhist 
traditions ofEastern India. The process of initiation to Vaisnava 'Guru' 
for instance called 'Sharan ' differed from the orthodox Hindu system 
of'Diksha ', similarly the traditional d emocratic institution of'Namghar' 
was essentially in the pattern of a 'Buddha Vihar' _13 Significantly, n eo­
Vaisnavism in Assam sanctioned the initia tion of Brahmins by the 
'Sudras' into the religious order. This process is most probably not seen 



Norlh-easl India in the Ninele£tntiL Cmtury 95 

in Bengal Vaisnavism or in any other movement of Brahmanical 
Vaisnavism. It is seen that it worked in favour of a different type of caste 
formation in Assam. 14 

It is evident thatAryanization in Eastern India in·the ancient period 
was more closely connected with an agricultural civilization. It was not 
only of the unorthodox type-it was through the Vratya Aryans who 
weilded the plough in the Brahmaputra and the Surma valleys, the 
process also assimilated the elements of an Austric and Mongoloid 
cultures of ancient Assam. In the Brahmaputra valley groups or tribes 
who had not taken to this process, which the Aryan speaking groups 
had started by taking recourse to plough cultivation much earlier were 
still settl ed in the submontante regions. 15 The following observation 
brings this out clearly. 

So in the early years ofBritish administration in Assam most of the various 
Bodo-Kachari communities of the valley were either using hoes or were 
passing through a transition from hoe to plough. They \Vere carrying on 
sh ifting cultivation in some form or other. The only exceptions t'o this 
were the well settled Kachari villages of upper Assam who had adopted 
the plough and sali rice culture side by side with Ahu quite early. S? it will 
not be incorrect to say tl1at the use of plough , if any, by the Bodo-Kachari 
people in the thirteenth century was insignificant Even when the plough 
was adopted, it did not mean an end to the shifting cultivation.16 

Th e disin tegration of the old kingdoms and the beginning of a new 
kingdom that was to last nearly six hundred years make the thirteenth 
century a kind of watershed in the political and cultural history of Assam. 
Baikanta Kaka ti put it succinctly: 

Since the beginning of the thirteenth century the ancient kingdom of 
Kamrupa was slowly undergoing a process of disintegration. Mter the fall 
of tl1e last Hindu king of tl1e Pal a dynasty, a class of local potentates called 
the Bhuyans were keeping watch over the broken fragments of the ancient 
Hindu kingdom like so many wardens of the marshes without any overlord. 
But even their vigils were challe nged by t11e entry of the Ahoms, the rise 
of the Kacharis in the east and of Kochs in the west. 17 

The Ahoms, a branch of the Shan tribe of the Tai-Mongoloid race 
entered Assam from the upper Burma region in 1228 and established 
their rule which lasted till 1826. Before the Ahoms could consolidate 
their rule, they had to defeat the Chutiyas, another Shan tribe who 
ente red Assam earlier and established their rule in the east after 
overthrowing the Pala dynasty. They also defeated the Kochs, a group 
of Indo-Mongoloid tribes, became Hinduized and ruled over a wide 
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terri tory to the south and the west, and the Kacharis '\rho at one time 
occupied a considerable portion of the lower Brahmaputra valley and 
the plains ofCachar. It is an importan t point of Assam 's history that all 
these groups, the Chutiyas, the Kacharis and last of all the Ahoms no t 
only became Hindus but through a process of assimilation became, in 
course of time, merged in the larger Assamese iden tity. The Koch king 
Nara Narayan (1540-64) earned considerable popularity by spreading 
Vaisnavism in the sixteenth centu ry. It is signifi cant that a process of 
Sa nskritization and de tribaliza ti on was going on throu ghout this 
period .18 

By the seventeenth century, the Ahom rule established its authori ty 
almost over the wh ole p rovince. T he Ah om kin g adopted Hinduism as 
his r e ligion and Assamese as his la nguage. As the Ahom ru lers 
abandoned their own language and script, the 'Buranjis', their unique 
historical record came to be written in Assam ese. The Buranjis broke 
away from the earlier style, which became very natural, adopting the 
language of the people . This traditio n of the Ahom court helped the 
language of eastern Assam to become the literary language of the whole 
provi nce in due course. 

T he distinctive character of Ahom monarchy cannot be studied 
without going into that intrinsic connection that exists between righ ts 
over land and the system of government. U nder the Ahom system the 
bulk of the adult male population with the exception of the nobility 
and the serfs was required to render personalized service in return of 
the lands given for cu ltivation and out of every four 'paiks' (common 
cul tivator) o ne was required to serve the state militia on a rotational 
basis. T he Ahom state has been variously described as tribal-feudal or 
mili tary-feudal because of this connection between the cultivating class 
and the state militia. There was a strict hierarchy with the lowest nmg of 
the peasantry required to provide free manual labour or service in the 
m ili tia. In the society, one's position was largely determined by birth 
and the highest officials had to be recruited exclusively fro m the seven 
fam ilies (Sat-ghar), constituting the Ahom nobili ty. T hat was why ' the 
~1o~ nobility from the very beginning held the social gap that existed 
wnhm the Assamese Hindu society as legitima te. They even mad e 
common cause with the Brahmins against the n on-conformism of neo­
Vaisnavism , since it tended to promo te an egalitarian social outlook' .19 

T he Ahom rule rs later came to patronise the Brahmanical Sast.ras 
or n eo-Vaisnavite nonasteries; they gave them liberal land endowmen ts 
with no obligation to pay revenue . T hey succeeded in driving a wedge 
between the two sects of the neo-Vaisnavites but the bulk of the p easan try 
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re mained with the democratic order of the non-Brahmanical neo­
Vaisnavite institutions. 

This dichotomy ' vas later manifest in the lingering civil war (1770-
1806) in which the rulers faced militant opposition and revolt from a 
section of the neo-Vaisnavite peasantry. 

Under the Ahom rule all land theoretically belonged to the king; 
the state also controlled the distribution of the wetlands, the extraction 
and distribution of surplus for the maintenance of the state and the 
nobility. 'The Ahom kings', it has been observed 'by issuing copperplate 
charters created permanent rights over considerable tracts of land in 
favour of the privileged few.' 20 The privileged few held revenue free 
lands; the peasantry held land directly from the state without any 
prescriptive rights. 

' By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the feudal fabric of 
the Ah om rule and the divided nobility were on the throes of 
disintegration. The Burmese invasions further hastened the process. 
The fall of the Ahom monarchy and the disintegration of the social 
structure had other consequences; tl1e nobility lost its privileged po~ition; 
the agrarian structure closely linked to the hierarchical system broke 
down totally. The ruling class ridden with infighting could hardl~ revive 
the system at a time when successive Burmese invasions and illtemal 
dissensions had devastated large parts of the country. The unstable 
condition of the last days of the Ahom rule reduced a large number of 
peasan ts to the category of serfs and slaves, many of them accepted ilie 
condition of dependent tenancy and bonded labour.21 

However, in the earli e r period, the Ahom rulers increased 
agricultural production to a large extent specially in upper Assam by 
extension of cultivation to large tracts of wasteland. From the seventeenth 
century iliey started giving land grants to temples and Brahmanical 
monasteries, thus expanding the base of the estate-holding class which 
faci litated extension of cultivation. 

III 

The British annexed Assam following their victory in the Anglo-Burmese 
war, and ilie treaty forYandabu in 1826. 

Assam came under ilie administrative jurisdiction of the Bengal 
government wiili irs seat in Calcutta. The province was placed directly 
under ilie charge of David Scott, the Agent of the Governor General 
for the north-eas t frontier of Bengal. David Scott (1826-31) was 
succeeded by Robertson (1831-34) and J enkins (1834-66) and these 
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three , specially David Scott and Jenkins, introduced a structurally 
different administrative system in the province. Although operating 
strictly within the framework of the colonial policy and the colonial 
objectives, they sought to bring about changes which would noticeably 
change or modify the social structure of the earlier regime. 

The colonial justification in early nineteenth century was to a large 
extent shaped by the ideas of Mill and Bentham:22 it was mainly on the 
utilitarian lines that David Scott combined what has been called a 
paternalistic approach with the economic and the commercial interests 
of the British. Initially, David Scott settled the whole of upper Assam 
with the representative of the A11om monarchy on a fixed tribute in 
1833 (but on the failure ofPurandar Singha, the territory was resumed 
in 1838). The rest of the province was divided into four distri cts: 
Nowgong, Darrang, Kamrup and Goal para, of which the last one was 
permanently settled under the Bengal system. 

Throughout the early part of the nineteenth century the colonial 
government tried to introduce new terms of settlement, raised revenue; 
the large number of cultivators were reduced to the position of bonded 
labour. In 1830, David Scott released 12,000 cultivators who bonded 
themselves; further, as a matter of policy, slavery and serfdom were 
abolished by enacting a law in 1843. Several proposals for grant of waste 
land on concessional rates or on a graduated system of assessment fell 
through as the bulk of the peasants had no means to either invest on 
land or pay tax under the monetised economy. David Scott who had 
long experience of working in the province thought of improving farm 
earnings through 'opium, Muga, mulberry si lk which were being 
cultivated by individual households all over Assam' and which 'could 
be further developed without involving a European managed plantation 
system' but this was never given a fair trial by the government. A 
restructuring of the entire agrarian system seemed to be the only option. 
A comparison of the agrarian situation of Assam with that ofMaharastra 
or Punjab would certainly throw more light o n this problem. 

It was seen that it was through the relatively less exploitative land 
system (compared to Assam or Bengal under permanent settlement) 
that social power was distributed in the Maharastra village. The villagers 
were grouped into hereditary landholders and peasants, the difference 
be tween them being more social than economic.23 Around 1815, 
Metcalfe in Delhi territory was looking for a system different from that 
of Bengal. Metcalfe ruled that land could not be sold or alienated except 
by the_ consent of all the proprietors. This ruled out the custom of Bengal, 
ofselhng land for arrears of revenue with all its disastrous consequences. 
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The Be ngal experience had also shown that there was no relation 
be tween the landed aristocracy and direct capitalist farming. On other 
ha nd, the zamindars preferred usmious exploitation to risky investments 
and multiplied the rent manifold by the 'use of arbitrarily short standards 
of m easurement which multiplied the cultivated area' and sheer physical 
coercion-which amounted to an attack on the new security won by the 
occupancy ryots' .24 

The first settl ement in Assam was conducted in 1839-40 on the 
basis of occupancy ryots; the ryot had to pay rent in addition to plough 
and hoe tax, there was no uniformity or even certainty with regard to 
the nature and extent of tl1e land rights. There were differing views on 
whether tl1ere was need to have a group of intermediaries on the lines 
of Bengal or to create a legal basis for sub-letting. In 1853, AJ. Moffatt 
Mills, a judge, was deputed to enquire into condition in Assam. Two 
distinguished Assamese gentlemen of the time, Maniram Dewan (1806-
58) who later achieved great renown as a mart}'r, being executed f~r his 
part in the r evolt of 1857, and Anandaram Dhekial Phukan (1829-59) 
D ewan's younge r contemporary, western educated and far 1more 
progressive in intent submitted two separate memorials which still 
provide both an authentic documen tation and a penetrating Insight 
into political and social realities of the province. Anandaram Dhekial 

Phukan, educated in Presidency College, Calcutta, widely read and in 
touch \vith the progressive Bengali elite of the day offered a lucid 
exposition of the realities of the province of the early decades of the 
nineteenth century, mildly indicting tl1e colonial government, thereby 
testifying to the rise of a new political consciousness among the educated 
elite . Maheswar Neog summarises thus: 'The heads of the government 
have never taken occasion to enquire into the state of the country; and 
a lthough twenty-eight years have elapsed since the annexation of Assam 
to the British empire little perceptible change has been effected in the 
condition of the people and the good government of the province'.25 

H e argued against the introduction of the Bengal land tenure in Assam 
for under permanent settlement 'the art of agriculture stands nearly in 
the same rude state as it was several centuries back. He also drew attention 
to the high ra te of revenue collection pointing out that in the ancient 
system it never exceeded roughly one-sixth of the produce. He pleaded 
for the modernization of agriculture, revival of silk and cotton in the 
province. He also d emanded for bringing down revenue from the 
prevailing rate of 50% or 60% of the produce. Later, the Assam Ryot 
Association and the Jorhat Sarvaj anik Sabha represented for long-term 
settlem ent without the enhancement of revenue. 
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Towards the end of the nineteenth century, Land and Revenue 
Regulation of 1886 legally conferred the common landholder's rights: 
this provided a complete legal basis to the region 's ryotwari sys tem that 
had been taking shape in the course of the preceeding six decades of 
the British rule. It gave even the small landholder a securi ty of tenure. 
It was not generally tme of Assam as it was of some parts of India that 
the actual ryots on whom land rights were settled were large landholders 
for 'small landholders were numerous and they accoun ted for almost 
all the temporary settled estates' .26 

It was obvious that the burde n of enhanced taxation fell all the 
more heavily on the small farmer; this led to much discontent and in 
several districts, there were agrarian riots in the last part of tl1e nine teenth 
century. 

IV 

In the first half the nineteentl1 century the colonial government offered 
very liberal terms ofland settlement to enable foreign investment in tea 
cultivation . The Assam Tea Company, la ter turned into a Sterling 
Company was formed in 1839; ninety-five Europeans served the compan y 
as m embers of the staff in these two decades; it stimulated systematic 
coal exploration in upper Assam. The first man to promote tea in Assam 
was also on its staff initially, he was none otl1er than Maniram Dewan, 
whose two tea gardens were confiscated for his alleged co nspiracy to 
overthrow the British government in 1857, a charge, on account ofwhich 
Dewan was executed after an unfair trial. 

The last quarter of the nineteen til century saw several developments 
connected wi th the tea industry. In 1900, the acreage unde r tea was 
3,37,327 acres a nd the total area under tea gardens stood a t 10,59,624 
acres. The industry opened up lines of communication ; first river steamer 
se rvices, then railways: the Dibru-Sadiya Railway, Jorhat Provincial 
Railway and the Assam-Bengal Ra ilway. Whi le investm ents in tea 
amounted to 110.9 millio n rupees. Railway investment amounted to 
62.4 million rupees . Tea formed 68% of the exports from Assam. The 
later part of the nineteenth century saw vast improve men t in the process 
of tea manufacturing, and improved scientific plan tation of tea in Assam . 
But there was also an imbalance; an extremely backward agriculture 
sector living side by side with a capital intensive modern sector. 

Extensive tea plantations in upper Assam, specially in the districts 
of Sibsagar and Lakhimpur-where also the two maj or companies the 
Assam Tea Company and the Jorehaut Tea Company were located-
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brought abou t some urbanized economic activity, changed the landscape 
in bringing about an aura of chan ge an d social mobility. It was natural 
therefore that most of the Assamese entrepreneurs who ventured into 
the opening of small tea gardens with out any hope of support form 
fore ign capital belonged to these two districts (now six) of upper Assam. 
It is n ot surprising that some of them in the late nineteen th or the early 
twenti eth centuries were in the vanguard of the educated middle class 
moveme n ts in the Assam ese society. Amon g these entrepreneurs was 
J aganna th Ba rooah (1 851-1907) wh o afte r graduating from the 
Preside n cy College, Calcutta in 1872 refused to take up high govern­
m ent j o b, established several tea gardens, was closely associated with 
the J orhat Sarvaj anik Sabha and was for several decades an important 
spokesman of the progressive and educated elite of the province. Among 
the Assmese entrepreneu rs of tea-there were at least a fifty by the turn 
of the century- were Ghanashyam Barua (1867-1923), a law grad bate 
of Calcutta University, Devicharan Barua (1864-1926) also a law gradbate, 
I<.:'lli Prasad Chaliha (1862-1914) wh o started four gardens, Bis~nram 
Ban1a who owned three tea gardens before 1900, Munshi Raham1at Ali , 
who owned two tea gardens, H aribilas Agarwala and his son CHandra 
Kuma r Agarwa la, an impo rta n t fi gure of the Assamese li1thary 
renaissance in the nine teenth century. 1 

It is significant that there were a good number of educated M'uslims 
am on g the first Assamese wh o ventured to establish tea gardens; in the 
newly forming middle class in the Brahmaputra valley there was no great 
divide as in Bengal. 

In 1874 Assam was separated from Bengal and became a Chief 
Commissione r 's province. Assamese la nguage, banished from the 
schools and law cou rts for nearly four decades was reinstated in 1872. 
T his was an important point in Assam 's cultural history. It energised a 
creative flowerin g in literature in the last two decades of the nineteenth 
century. 

The troubled legacy of the n ative lan guage and the neglect of the 
government resulted in slow expansion of education : the number of 
primar y schools for girls at the end of the century stood at 202 with j ust 
3,159 studen ts on rolls. T he position was unfavou rable as compared 
wi th other par ts of the country: 

Sh arp regio nal d ispariti es posed ano ther problem causing perennial 
tensio n as English education increasingly became a sole p ath to good 
j obs. The Public Service Commissio n of 1886-87 founcll8,390 'educated 
natives' in Mad ras, 16,639 in Bengal, 7,196 in Bombay but o nly 3,200 in 
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th e United Provinces, 1944 in Punjab, 608 in the Central Provinces and 
274 in AssamY 

Am o n g t h e e ducated Assam ese who earn ed ex t raordina ry 
distin ction in the nineteenth centurywas Anmundaram Barooah (1850-
89) who j oined Presiden cy College, Calcutta in 1865, a contemporary 
of R.C. Dutt and S.M. Bane1jee. Late r he qualified for the ICS and was 
posted as District Magistrate , Noakhali in Bengal, afte r his probatio n as 
Assistant Commissioner in Assam. H e earned great renown as a Sanskrit 
scholar and lexicographer. 

T ill his time, there was n o institution of high er education in Assam . 
In 1892, M.C. College, Sylet was started and in the Brahmaputra valley, 
Cotton College was establish ed by th e turn of the century. 

v 

Within a decade of occupation of Assam the British h ad to confront 
and overcome two rebellions in Assam (1828-29) and an other, longer 
o n e in the Kh asi territory (1829-33) . A more serious ch alle nge was in 
1857, led by Ma niram Dewan (1805-58) wh o h ad earlier in 1853 
submitted a strong critique of British mle a nd plead ed for restoration 
of the old m onarchy and the feudal privileges. Dewan 's execution by 
the British made him a national martyr adding a new dimension to the 
eme rgin g spirit of nationalism in the early years of the freedom struggle 
in Assam. 

T h e p o litical co nsciousn ess r e presen ted in th e person of 
Anan daram Dhekial Phuka n (1 829-59) was different in kind. H e was 
n o t a t a ll fo r a return to feudal privileges of the older regim e. H e was 
for progress in the western sense of the word; which m eant material 
progress on n ew lines with an enlighten ed middle class and a stron g 
local peasan try. Like Rammoh an h e believed that 'British rule, though 
u nquestionably a fo reign yoke h ad a regenerative aspect and required 
a mediation ' .28 It has been rightly observed: 

Dhekia l Phukan , o n the o ther hand, was in every resp ect a p roduct of the 
modern age of enlightenment. He got his inspiration from contemporary 
Ben gal renaissance and from '"h at he read a bout Engla nd's ma terial 
progress and Peter the Great 's reforms in medieval Russia. H e dreamt of 
days when refo rm and material progress would surely dawn upon Assam .29 

Last two d ecad es of the nine teenth century saw a n ew pace of colonial 
progress. A consolidation for the Assamese middle class had taken place. 



North-east India in the Nineteenth Century 103 

It was significant thatjagannath Barooah in his civic welcome address 
to Lord Cu rzon on when the latter came to Assam at the turn of the 
century raised a n umber of economic demands and also pressed the 
right of representation for the Assamese in the imperial legislature. 
Earlier in 1897, thejorhatSarvajanik Sabha under his leadership argued 
in a representation in favour of a 'much larger middle class, who in 
every coun try in the world lead the van of progress'. 

This pleading had deeper implications for what the middle class 
was faced \vith was not a political but an economic crisis. They were 
actually looking forward to a broad based elite, not the predatory elite 
of Bengal-type land intermediaries. The settlement of land had been 
made directly between the state and tl1e cultivator and the occupancy 
rights had been mad e secure but the idea of a 'yeoman' class of farmer 
perhaps did not materialise because of the exorbitant taxation in relation 
to agricultural incom e. Assamese middle class was at that point aligning 
themselves 'vitl1 the peasan try in their discontents that came to the 
surface in the nineties. I 

Significant cultu ral trends became pronounced towards the last 
two decades of tl1e nineteenth century. There was a flowering of creativity 
in diffe rent genres of literature rep resenting a literary renaissahce in 
Assam ese li terature. It was closely allied \'lith the broad stream of the 
pa n-Indian cultural d evelo pment of the time. Bengal renaissance was 
already having a d ecisive impact on the educated Assamese sensibility. 
Assamese readers were becoming very familiar \'lith the writings of 
Michael Madhusudhan Dutta (1824-73), Bankim Chandra Chattetjee 
( 1838-94) and Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941). A new literary journal 
called j onaki (published in 1889) through its manifold contributions 
specially in the field of lyrical poetry ushered in a new age in Assamese 
literature. Laksminath Bezbarua (1868-1938), the foremost Assamese 
writer for nearly half a century till the thirties produced short stories, 
dramas, poetry and a n ovel and also \vrote extensively on Assam's past 
history, religion, language and culture . A sense of tradition and a stress 
on a distinct cultural and historical ide nti ty were part of this d eeper 
search for meaning in tl1e resurgence of literature. 

The sense of a cultural identity was not a product of the colonial 
forces, it was also not confined to the eli te. There were continuities in it 
from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, which give it a different kind 
of historical weightage. On the other hand, a discontinui ty between the 
'new colonial state' and tl1e predecessor regime has to be recognized.30 

The economic forces of the colonial period had no similarity \'lith those 
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of the pre-colonial period in Assam. This makes the situation in the 
north-eastern region in the nineteenth century very much differen t. 
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