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EDITOR'S NOTE 

It is both pleasure and privilege for me to present the Volume -8 of Karatoya, 
Journal of History, University of North Bengal. Writing history or 'ltihasa ' is an 
extremely difficult work where both subjective and objective perspectives are active 

simultaneously. Historical research as a constant reaction between the historian and facts 

has today changed its dimension in interpreting facts. In fact, history no longer restricts 

itself to build a bridge between the past and the present but has taken a contemporary 

attitude. The historian seem·s to be now like a light house on the bridge whose main aim is 

to train the present by sighting the past to the contemporary society and to guide to a 

happier and richer future. History today is interdisciplinary sharing knowledge with its 

sister disciplines like political science, geography, sociology, anthropology and others. 

Karatoya , the Journal of History , Volume -8 has undertaken this difficult task of 

preserving the 'ltihasa' in forms of research articles in the various arena of history. It has 

adopted an interdiscipq~ary outlook and maintaining the importance of period and time 

has arranged the articles in sequence of time. 

,L extend my thanks to the contributors for their research articles. A number of 

new arenas have. been explored by the contributors and researchers. The volume consists 

of articles of the aspiring researchers of the department. Karatoya has always provided a 

platform for the budding scholars to publish their research and interpretation in different 

arena of history. 

I express my deep gratitude to Prof. Bijoy Kumar Sarkar, Head, Department of 

History for providing me the opportunity to edit the journal. l express my thanks to Dr. 

Sudash Lama, the associate editor of the journal for his support. Special thanks to my 

colleagues Prof.Anita Bagchi as well as Dr. Sankar Kuinar Das and Sri. Varun Roy. I 

extend my thanks to Chanchal Manda!, Tushar Kanti Barman, Monoranjan Sarkar and 

Madhusudan Pal, the research scholars of the department, for their assistance in computer 

works. I am indebted to all those who have directly and indirectly helped me in 

publishing this journal . Lastly, I extend my gratitude to _the official and staffs of the 

University or'North Bengal Press for their untiring effort and cooperation in printing this 

volume. 

Dahlia Bhattacharya 
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Buddhist Paintings of Darjeeling: Identification and 

Interpretation 

Dr. Sudash Lama1 

Ab tract: The time has not yet come to write a history of Buddhisl art. Such a study needs a 
detailed description of all lhe collections of Buddhist art preserved in different parts of the country 
and outside the country. The Buddhist painting of Darjeeling characteri=ed the pantheon of 
northern Buddhism. It is very difficult task to distinguish and classify the host of many-armed and 
many-headed divine beings, armed with whole arsenal of warlike allributes, the numerous figures 
of saintly lamas, abbots of monasteries, who appears on painting side by side number of religious 
symbols gires multiple meaning and disseminate the idea of direct intuition along with 
ethnographic variation. 

Keywords:_Buddhism, Paintings, Darjeeling, Tak.ling Phunchok Choling Monastery, Tamang 

lntroductio11: 

Lama Taranath in his History of Buddhism furnished huge information on 

Buddhist religion and culture though all that he wrote is not beyond historical 

controversy. The author completed the text in 1608 i.e. long after the hey-days of 

Buddhism. But, still it seems the core of the book may not be regarded as totally 

unrealistic, inspite of some historical element ingrained in it. Regarding Buddhist religion 

especially its sculptural and painting traditions during the Pala rule in Bengal Taranath s 

view should be treated with proper importance. According to the author, painting 
tradition of eastern countries was Dhiman, the brother of Bitpal. Taranath further adds 

that Nepali Sculpture and developed after the tradition of Eastern School of Painting. o 

in any discussion on art of Painting in the region of eastern Himalaya is essentially 
connected with Buddhism especially the Tantric Buddhism of Tibet and Nepal ;. 

Origin uf 811ddhist Pai11tings: 

The earliest Buddhist art may be traced back to the Buddha' s life time although 

some art historians are of the view that it originated some centuries after the Buddha's 

great parinirvana. We find many exegetical references to strengthen evidences in the 

1 As istant Professor, Department ofhi lory, University of Orth.Bengal 



sutra text; i.e. vinaya and tantra, including Manjushrimulakalpa and so on. It appears that 

Buddha himself considered paintings to be an important subject as he mentioned methods 
of paintings in sastra such as Buddha pratimalaksana sutra. This is apparently a very late 

Buddhist text perhaps after Io"' century A.D. These scripture explain how to make the 
image of deities and spiritual figureii. During the time of Lord Buddha, there were two 

great kings, Bimbisara of Magadha and Utayana of Srasgrog (Vatsa). Both were 

contemporaries of Lord Buddha in the 6"' century B.C. and were close friends. King 

Utayana sent a priceless gift ofa coat that mailed to king Bimbisara which could ward off 

the ei fects of weapon, poison, fire etc. The latter could not find a suitable return (present) 
and \las depressed. Then his Prime Minister Dbyar Tsui (Varshakara) suggested that 
since Lord Buddha was residing in his kingdom and as he was the most precious jewel in 

the three worlds, it would be a fitting present if a painting of Lord Buddha was presented 

to kin!! Udayana (U-tra-ya-na). Therefore, Bimbisara requested Lord Buddha to permit 
him to draw his portrait on cloth. The artist found it impossible to draw the portrait, due 
to a brightness that radiated from Lord Buddha's body. The artist finally finished the 
po,trait looking at the reflection of Lord Buddha in a pond. This painting of Lord Buddha 

was called 'Thub-pa-chhu-lon-ma ' which means Buddha's portrait made from the 
reflection in wateriii_ This paintings of Buddha supposed to be the first painted image of 

Buddha and of Buddhism. 

The paintings of Darjeeling are supposed to be the succession of Nepalese
Tibetan Buddhist art which is transmitted to Tibet in around 7th century A.D. To trace the 
history of Buddhist art in Nepal one has to go through the history of Licchavi period 
(464-880 A.O.) which is said to be the golden age of Nepalese Art. It is well known that 

Buddhist art was introduced into Tibet from Nepal in the Seventh century when Tibetan 

King Srong-btsan-gampo (617-650) married the Nepalese Princes Bhrikuti Devi. The 

presence of Newar artist in Tibet from the early 7th century to the mid-ninth century is 

frequently noted in the Tibetan historical records;•_ The Manikabum mentions that 
Nepalese artists, commissioned by King Srong-bstan gam-po produced the statue of 

eleven- laced A valokiteshvara together with statue of Bhrikuti. Arya, Tara, Marici, 
Saraswati, Hayagriva and many others in Jokhang• Temple of Lhasa. For example Srong 
bs1an gampo commissioned the celebrated Nepalese craftsmen Khre-ba to have eleven 

images of Avalokiteshvara made which were to be of same size as the king himself. The 
chronicle of the Fifth Dalai Lama also refers to the presence of Nepalese artist in Tibet at 

the time of the early kings. Many skilful artists were called from Nepal to Tibet where 

they developed unique artists tradition'\ The spread of Nepalese paintings and art 
throughout the Tibet is being well sited ' with the caravans which toiled their way through 
the Himalayas from Sikkim and Nepal in the 7th century A.D. Buddhism came to Tibet 

and its influence soon spread with the help of the great king Song-tseen Garn-po who had 
married a Chinese princess of Buddhist faith. The king was converted to Buddhism and 
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sent his chief minister to the sacred places of India to study the teachings of Gautama the 

Buddha. A century later in about 750 A.D. an Indian Buddhist monk named 

Padmasambhava crossed the mountains into Tibet and preached a doctrine known as 

Tantrism. This was a mixture of Mahayana Buddhism and certain magical and mystical 
doctrines derived from Hinduism. In its popular aspects it involved prayers, rituals dances 

and the exorcism of devils. Padmasambhava founded the branch of monks or lamas 

known as the "red caps" and transformed a nation to warriors into a vast community of 

monks. Today at the great monasteries hidden among the Himalayas, on the high plateaux 

of Tibet and Nepal or scattered over the Tibetan countryside, thousands of Buddhist 

prayer wheels tum endlessly in the wind. Here on the "rouf of the world" the people are 

among the most religious of any on earth and it has been estimated that a quarter of the 

entire male population enters the priesthood. In Tibet Buddhism brought forth a strange 
art in which influences from India, China and Central Asia were intermingled. A whole 

world of symbols came to life in sculpture and painting. Artists monks made spiritual 

preparations including fasting before painting the than-kas or temple banners which are a 

special feature of Tibetan Buddhist art. Painted on silk or other fabrics these banners 

usually contain a spiritual portrait of one or other of the saints and deities and also many 

other figures and scenes which tell the story of the central personalitl;. 

Classification of Buddhist Paintings: 

Painting anciently called Varnana evolved in India, through a fusion of various 

cultures. The earliest paintings in India are rock paintings of prehistoric times, found in 

caves or rocks of India primarily related with day today's life of early man. The ancient 

Indian literacy compos1t1ons like Ramayana and Mahabharata, Kalidasa's 
AbhiganaSakuntala and Dandin's Dasakumarachaita make many references to art and 

painting. The Silpa Sasta texts of art and architecture deal with the art of mural and 

miniature painting and also painting executed on wood and cloth. Kamasutra (2nd C.B.C.) 
of Vatsayana enumerates the Sadanga or Six limbs of painting. The Sadanga developed 

the principles of paintings; these are rupabheda or the perception of difference in 

appearance, secondly, pramana or valid perception, measure and structure, thirdly, bhava 

or feelings expressed in forms, fourthly, Lavan yayojna or infusion of grace in artistic 
presentation, fifthly, sadrsya or similarities and finally, varnikabhanga or identification 

and analysis of colour and hue. These ethics of sadanga ere the basis of Indian painting 

that mainly classified in mural and miniature painting. The mural paintings are executed 

in solid wall and miniature paintings are mainly executed in books, albums and in 

perishable items like cloth and paper. 

The Buddhism has adopted both the forms of painting that can be seen in various 
caves, rocks, walls of monasteries and scroll painting. The Tibetan style of Buddhist 

painting is supposed to be started from 7th century A.D and it was again reformed with 
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the establishment of 'Lamaism' by Guru Padmasambhawa. The earliest Tibetan Buddhist 

painting which was influenced by Nepal's Buddhist artists may be classified in five types; 
I) Illustrated manuscript, 2) Scroll painting, 3) Narrative scroll painting, 4) Mural or Wall 
painting, 5) Miniature painting. The almost all the Buddhist monasteries of Tibet, Sikkim, 
Bhutan, Ladakh, Manali, Dharrnasala, Nepal Darjeeling and so on are been tinted by the 
paintings of Buddhism in different subjects in various forms as said above. The basic 

themes of the painting are; Buddha's life and his previous life stories; Buddha and 
Bodhisattva; Meditational deities; Dakas and Dakini; Dbarrnapala; Mandala and Stupa; 
and Illustration of the Dharmaviii. Most of the Buddhist painting basically confined around 

the above mentioned themes and with the development of Lamaism in Tibet and its 

expansion into the sub-himalayan states, the Guru Padmasambhava sometime occupied 
the position of central deity in the paintings and altar of the monasteries. 

The high mountain ranges which on all sides surround the table-lands of Tibet 
did not stop the penetration of foreign influences. In the early days of Tibetan history the 
trade routes from Tibet into the plains of Lndia passed across western Tibet. By these 

routes, often not more than narrow mountain trails, Lndian artistic traditions reached 

Tibet'x. This is hoping that Buddhist painting of Darjeeling may have been returned from 
Tibet in around 17th century with its introduction in Sikkim. Therefore most of the 

paintings of Darjeeling reflect the nature and similarity with Tibetan style. 

Buddhist Paintings of Darjeeling: 

There are many Buddhist monasteries in the Darjeeling hills preaching and 

propagating the doctrine of Buddhism but my focus is on Takling Phunchok Choling 
Monastery. This monastery is one of the first Tamang Buddhist monastery established in 

1915 in the wood-cat year by Lama Urgen Tenzin Sangpo at an altitude of 3950 fit above 
the historical river Teestax. Takling is a village under the post office of Teesta Bridge in 

Darjeeling district, West Bengal, India with a hope and aspirations of spiritual 
development radiating the message of universal peace and brotherhood. 
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Source: plus,google.coml 06946586761462590153/photos, talking phunchok choeling 
gonpa, 05/10/2015, time: 1.22 pm 

The paintings in the monasteries of Darjeeling ha.s similarity with Tibetan style 
of art and even more with that of Sikkim, Bhutan and other too are from same origin, 
though some regional variations are been reflected. We can see the images of Buddha, 

arahat, bodhisattva and many more preachers of dharma and their life stories. The 
paintings of Darjeeling are been influenced by the art style of Tibet but still sense of 
regional interest has make the style, fresh and different. 

The wall paintings of Takling monasteries show the Dhyani Buddha. The fresco 
painting of Dhyani Buddha in all his yogic posture (Mudra) basically intended to guide 
the meditational exercise of the devotee. The wall is decorated in such way that each and 

every picture looks alike and it will show the linearism of paintings and as well as it 
enhances concentration. Tl:e central position is occupied by the Buddha in Bhumisparsa 

posture. The colour combination is highly aesthetic and it symbolise the purity and 

ethical. 
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Source: Photo taken by researcher at Takling Monastery. 

The Buddhist pictorial art has also been influenced by primitive bon religion of 

Tibet and with the introduction of Lamaism by Guru Padmasambhawa, a new look of 

Buddhist a11 developed. This wall painting shows the A valokiteshvara. the bodhisattva of 

compassion. The whole wall is surrounded by wrathful deity, considered to be the fierce 

and powerful emanation of Avalokiteslwara. This tutelary deity is one of the 

Dharamapalas in Vajrayana Buddhism who defends the Dharma from corruption and 

degeneration and from forces hostile to it. To keep the monasteries and site of ritual free 

from impure thoughts and actions and also to guide and to protect the individual 

followers of Dharma from all kinds of deception and provide the power to overcome the 

struggle and to eliminate one·s obstacle and impediments and hindrances. 

Although. the Mahakal or Bhairab has number of forms. He is nude, dark, blue 

and sometime is white. He has rolling eyes, many arms but usually one head. In his hands 

are weapons, skull-cup. and a wand with 3 skulls and has skulls in his crown xi _ His hairs 

are unruly. The depiction has been made of almost all fonns of Mahakal. This is one of 

the examples of Buddhist paintings in Tamang monastery. 
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Source: Photo taken by researcher at Takling Monastery. 

The next set of wall painting is about the whole life cycle of Goutarna Buddha, 

portraying the details of from the days of inception by his mother and till the parinirvana. 

This has been done by good colours depicting the picture by very bright paint, which will 

give the visitors very sende of reality and lively touch this is very popular theme of 

paintings that expose the life stories of Buddha. The picture is one kind of manual, 

through which Budhist followers get to know all major incidents of the Buddha's life. 

Source: Photo taken by researcher at Takling Monastery. 

As in the Vajrayana and Lamaism sect of Budhism Guru padmasamvawa 

occupied the central positic1m. This set of painting proves above statement where Guru 

Rimpoche has occupied central position, basically Tarnangs are ardent followers of 

Nyingmapa sect of Tibetan Buddhism, in which Guru Rimpo h is regarded as principal 
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deity. The paintings show the all other deity surrounded Guru Padmasarnbhawa, it will 

clear the importance of the Guru Rimpoche. 

Source: Photo taken by researcher at Takling Monastery. 

The Darjeeling has became the centre of Buddhist art after being influenced by 
Tibetan Budhism and it followed the rich traditions of various crafts, such as weaving, 

sculpture, carving, metal work, carpentry, and so forth. But here I would like to explain 
the implications of thangkas or Tibetan pictorial scrolls as an example of these crafts. 
Thangkas are an upright rectangular form mounted and framed with silk or brocade. They 
are sacred objects hung on the walls of temples and in shrines as objects of homage and 
as the support of spiritual practice. But nowadays we also find them as decorations in 
houses and hotels. 

There are various kinds of thangkas; firstly, silken pictorial scrolls, and the 
secondly, the painted scrolls. In terms of manufacturing ofthangkas, there are many ways 
in respect of forms and design: like hand-embroidered pictorial art using silk threads of 
different colours. The different coloured silks are cut into designs and glued into figures. 
The variety of size of the silk scroll can be from 30 by 20 ceritimeters to 55 by 47 meters. 
The Thangkas has occupied the very important position in Budrusm and as well as in the 
rituals of Buddhism. The artistic expression reveals either in the silk woven cloth or in 
embroidered cloth with various colours and design in the background. The scrolls mainly 
decorate the various deity of Buddhism and beautify the altar of the monasteries. This 
monastery has preserved the some old scroll thangkas in the hall of gumpha premises. 
This kind of preservation will provide the positive enthusiasm to new painter and artisans 

of such article. 
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Source: Photo taken by researcher at Takling Monastery. 

The paintings give the themes, meaningful expressions and deeper and more 
fundamental significance. The painting was considered as an essential social 
accomplishment not only in cities but even in such rough highland track like Tak.ling. 
According to both Buddhist and Jain conceptions painting are the product of the visual 
faculty of mind, seeing without the operation of the sense of sight, and procee?s from the 
pratyaksha or direct intuition, not from paroksha or sense knowledge by perception. 
Painting is thus said to originate from the darsana activity of the mind, as distinct from 
its jnana function xii. Thus, the history of Buddhism has not only brought to people of hills 
a charismatic change in their belief even it gave the aesthetic touch of painting that has 
been portrayed in different walls of monasteries, houses I and so on. The painting of 
Takling monastery has peculiarity of its kind, because this is the first monastery of 
Tamang community in the region, which reflect the ethnographic variation from others. 

Notes and References: 
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Growth of Trade and Commerce in Koch kingdom: 
A Numismatic Study 

Debajit Dutta1 

Abstract: The study of coinage and economy of any area has its own appeal. As they were not 
much affected by external influences so they often proceed along their own line and thus had 
significance for people trying to determine the general patterns of economic life. Koch kingdom an 
erstwhile princely state had its own series of coinage and it was extensively used in day to day 

transaction in the kingdom and acijoining areas. The introduction of a regufari::.ed currency 
revolutionarily transformed the mode of transaction and ushered a new era in the growth of trade 
and commerce in the kingdom. In this write up we will discuss the role of Koch currency in the 
expansion of trade and commerce in the kingdom and thus try to comprehend the economic 
atmosphere in the Koch kingdom. 

Keywords: Koch, Coinage, Trade and commerce, Economy, Kingdom. 

The Koch Kingdom 1situated in the sub Himalayan Bengal was an important 
politico-cultural identity in the history of medieval North-East India. Being a 
contemporary state of the Mughal Empire the Kingdom succeeded to preserve its 
sovereign status until the last half of the eighteenth century. As the state emerged from a 

stateless situation to huge kingdom, so it went through several phases of economic 
transformation. Among these, the introduction of standardized currency2system of its own 

ushered a new epoch not only in the Kingdom itself but also in the economic sphere of 
the entire North-East India, as the state in its full phase conquered almost the whole of 

North-East India. 

It is markedly clear from archeological as well as literary sources that Koch 

kingdom issued coins in view of political and economic purposes . Though the early 
impetus of minting coins came from political prerogatives but economic reasons were as 
strong as the earlier cause. Probably it was due to the economic cause that compelled the 
kingdom to mint coins to consolidate the economy first and then claim obedience from 
the common masses. ln this respect the role of currency is crucial because monetary 
consolidation of the region gave pace to the state formation process. Similarly, with the 
introduction of state-sponsored coinage, the Kingdom regulated the transaction system, 

1 Assistant Professor, Deptt. of History, Jadavpur University 
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which helped a lot in the direction of economic development. With the advent of a proper 
medium of exchange, trade and commerce flourished and the self-sufficient rural 
economy of the state started to transform into a surplus economy. Trading activity in the 
Koch kingdom can be supplemented by the discoveries of several hoards of Koch coins 
from various remote areas of North-East lndia.3 ln the present write-up, an attempt will be 
made to show the role of the Koch currency in trade and transaction in the Koch kingdom 
as well as to highlight on how the economic basis of the state developed depending on its 

established currency system, which gradually revolutionized the entire economic scenario 
of the region. But before going into the core issue of trade and commerce we must have a 
clear understanding of the economic base of the kingdom. 

Contemporary local sources4 and accounts left by the foreigners 5 reveal that the 
region during the 16th 

- 17th centuries, witnessed a period of transition from tribal 
agricultural patterns to a more advanced feudal productive systems resulting in the 

growth of agricultural output in the kingdom. Agriculture was the main source of surplus 
generation. Introduction of advanced agricultural techniques and technologies for 
cultivation by the Koch kings had contributed to the surplus generation.6 Instead of agro 
products the kingdom was always rich in forest and animal products. Bedsides 
these,crafts and Industries reached in a considerable advance stage due to the continuous 
encouragement by the early rulers.7 The Darang Raj Vamsavali and other contemporary 
sources for example, mentioned some professional communities and products which 
clearly proved the existence of an organized crafts and industries in the region. With the 
state formation, peaceful political condition and admixture of the tribal and non-tribal 
techniques during the reign of Nara Narayana and his successors crafts and industry had 
made considerable progress. Manufacturing goods in the Koch kingdom had been 
extensively and qualitatively produced.8 All this not only encouraged the native merchant 
class to pursue commercial works but also attracted foreigners to carry on trade with this 
region. These developments in agriculture, craft, industry and marketable surplus 
productions gave impetus to the development of trade and commerce not only with in the 
kingdom but also in the whole of North-East India. To this may be added all 
encouragements accorded by the rulers, whose aim was to establish both political and as 
well as economic hegemony over the neighboring territories.However it is not clear from 
the available sources that whether the state was directly involved in trade and commerce 
or not, but from the available literary sources indicates that the state directly controlled 
the trade and commerce to some extent through different administrative 
levels.ForexampleVisva Singha had appointed his son Megha Narayan as a supervisor of 
the weaving industries and to collect truces from the weavers and washer menand king 
Nara Narayan a lso had continued this office.9 Besides this, the introduction of the 
regularized currency may also be treated as the state's initiative towards the consolidation 
of trade and commerce.Probably Nara Narayan introduced his currency to boost trade and 
commerce in his newly established empire.From contemporary and near contemporary 
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literary sources we can know that the Koch kingdom had effective trade relations with 
neighboring territories like with Bengal, Assam, Tripura, Kachar, Jayantipur,Bhutan, 
Tibet and with the Mughals. 10Trade links with these neighbors and internal trade were the 
matter of great care for the Koch kingdom. 

II 

But the effective maintenance of trade and commercial relation both inter and 
intra-regional compass need a well-organized system of currency. Because small regional 
level trading activity may be carried on by barter system but to carry out inter- regional 

large scale commerce, the presence of currency was an essential requirement. There is no 
historical evidence as to when coins were first used in the Koch kingdom for effective 
undertaking of economic activity. Currency in the Koch kingdom before the advent of the 
Narayani Mudra was consisted of Cowaris. Likewise other parts of Bengal Cowaris were 
regularly used in small and internal transactions only. 11 A special kind of fruit called 
Almond was also accepted as money. 

The KochkingNara Narayan first understood the necessity of eradication 

of the complexities of barter mode of transaction.Though some numismatist says 
that Visva Singha, the founder of the kingdom had his metallic currency but no 

specimen of Visva Singha's coins have been yet discovered. 12Being initiated by 
Nara Narayan,Narayani Mudra continued up to the second half of the e ighteenth 
century without any interruption but later under the pressure of English East 
India Company it gradually withdrawn. It was Nara Narayan who first stabilized the 

political condition by suppressing the other tribal groups of the region and then beganthe 
process of economic consolidation to establish his kingdom upon a strong economy base. 
The introduction of the state sponsored currency for effective continuance of trade and 
commerce is an integral part of this consolidation process. 

After introduced by Nara Narayan the Narayani currency became an acceptable 
standard medium of exchange both in inter-regional and intra-regional trade of Northern 

part of Bengal, lower Assam, Bhutan and other adjoining territories. 13 It led to the growth 
of trade and commerce in favor of the Koch state. Contemporary literature particularly 
the biographies of Sankardeva and his disciple Madhadeva contain the references of 

circulation of the coins among the masses of the region. The Guru Charita of Ramcharan 
Thakur frequently mentions the taka, adhtaka, shiki as the prevailing coins for ordinary 
and big transactions. 14Narayani currency had greatly monetized the whole economic 

structure of the region. Besides this the period also witnessed introduction of coins in 
almost all the tribal states of the North-East lndia. 15The Ahom, the Kacharis and the 
Jayantiya kings issued coins and these currencies brought about the process of 
modernization in commercialactivities. Thus beginning from the 16th century down to the 
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middle of the 18th century the North Eastern markets became conceived of gold, silver 

and copper coins. 

The study of the role of currency in trade and commerce can be divided into two 

phases. As the currency was in circulation un-interruptedly up to 1773 so the influence of 

Narayani coins over the transaction system was more high comparing the period after 

1773 when the British influence in the state was increased gradually and the role of 
imperial currency became dominant because of the repeated interruption of minting 

Narayani currency by the part of the Koch rulers. 

During the early rulers the extent of trading activity was reached its zenith as 

king Nara Narayan conquered a considerable part of the North-East India. Sukladwaja,the 

commander in chief and also brother of Nara Narayan compelled the other North East 

Indian kings like Ahom, Tripura, Kachar, Jayantipur Manipur to subjugate before Nara 

Narayan. 16 These kingdoms had their own currency system and after defeat in the hand of 
the Koch, they forced to sop minting their own coins and asked to mint coins in the name 

of Nara Narayan. This event tremendously enhariced the importance ofNarayani currency 

in local trading activity in those state. Because as the local currencies were forced to stop, 

the local markets faced a scarcity of coins and so in place of indigenous currency, 

Narayani currency played an important role in day to day transaction. Besides as these 

kingdoms were compelled to pay taxes in Narayani currency so they encouraged the local 
traders to trade in arayani currency and extract tax in Narayani rupees from them to pay 
tribute to Koch ruler. 

During the reign of Nara Narayan the power and prestige of the kingdom was in a 

high stature so the subjugated kings did not raised voices for their sovereignty but after 

ara Narayan due to the succession debate with the Raghu Deva state was divided into 

two regions that is the western Koch kingdom and Eastern Koch kingdom popularly 

known as Koch Hazo. 17 During this period almost all the subjugated states emerged as 
sovereign powyr and again started to mint their own coins and gradually Narayani 

currency lost its hold from the markets of North East India and Narayani currency 
confined only in the territories of the Koch kingdom, west of the river Sankosh. 
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Area of Circulation of Narayani Currency in Late Sixteenth Century 

Due to the paucity of reliable source of infonnation it is very difficult to know 
the total amount of money circulationin the markets of Koch kingdom but the tribute 

structure can be treated here as substantive source of information. As the Koches after 
Nara Narayan were subjugated by the Mughals, so from the amount of tribute payable to 
the Mughal exchequerwe can get a rough idea about the total volume money in the 

kingdom. In the later phase of the Koch rule the Mughol interventions in the state had 
increased the demand of revenue in cash also got pace. So the process of money 

collection from the peasants was regularized. From the occasional references contained in 
the contemporary li teratures an idea can be made about the amount of collected revenue. 
Annual tribute paid by Lakshmi Narayan to the Mughals was Rs. 1,00000 or 80,000 
Narayani Tanka. 18 The Darrang Raj Vamsavali claims that king Raghudeva Narayana 

had a hard cash of Rs. Three cores in his treasury. King Parikshit Narayana offered a 
peshkash of Rs. 80,000 to the Mughals. 19 Similarly Prana Narayana paid Rs. 55,000 to 

the Mughol governor of Bengal in 1665 as an indemnity. 20 The Fathiya-i-lbriya also 
refers that the kingdom of Prana Narayana had the capacity of yielding Rs. 8, 00000 as 
land revenue per year. 21 Even Fathiya-i-Ibriya 's writer estimated the revenue according 
to the Mughal system of 113 rd of the total production it was not less than Rs. 6,00000 in 
the Koch system. This huge amount of land revenue and tribute indirectly points out the 
amount of money circulation in the Koch kingdom. As the amount was extracted from the 
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common people so it is not heard to assume that they acquired cash only by sealing their 

agro-products and menial products in the markets of the Koch territories and which 

ultimately to some extent gave impetus to the trade and commerce in the Kingdom. 

From literary references we can establish that Narayani currency was hugely 

popular and it was a greater acceptability in trade and transactions. A number of 

monetary transactions in Narayani coins have been mentioned in autobiographies, 

biographies, chronicles and literature such as Baharistan-i-Ghaybi, Guru CharitaKatha 

and Darrang Raj Vamsavali etc. covering the mostly earlier periods of Koch rule. 

Substantial number of documents, archive materials and the books written by foreigners 

clearly indicate that Narayani coins were highly sought after for trade, transaction and 

payment of revenues. Such information obviously rejects the existing belief that Narayani 

coins were only used as ceremonial gift items, donations to· the temples and royal 

administrative class. 

As to the paucity ofreliable information on the economic scenario and the role of 

currency on it, it is very hard to draw any accurate picture of the role of currency in trade 

and commerce in markets of the Koch kingdom, but it can be easily imagined that 

Narayani currency was an acceptable mode of transaction during the independent rulers 

of the Koch kingdom. Because starting from Nara Narayan come down to Dharyendra 

Narayan all the kings introduced coins not only in the time of their accession but also 

several times in their reign with different dies. It is considered that only Nara Narayan 

used one hundred and fifty different kindsdies to mint coins.22The coin hoards of different 

rulers has been discovered not only within the actual territories of the kingdom but also 

from distant places of North-East India where Koch rule was established during the reign 

of Nara Narayan. Mere hoarding for wealth was not possible in those days because 

hording needs availability of coins in good numbers but in those days due to the metallic 

scarcity, coins were minted in limited numbers and with demand or necessity. So most 

probably coins were reached in the far flung parts of the kingdom in due course of trade 

and commerce. The denomination of Koch coins is important here because small 

denominations were introduced largely by the Koch rulerswhere as big denominations 

were issued in small numbers. The small denominations can be treated as a demand of the 

market. Because small denomination were used to exchange day to day transactions in the 

local markets of the kingdom. 

Though the role of Narayani currency was vital in the years of the 

Kingdom· s independent existence but the whole scenario was changed after 1773, the 

year marked by the treaty of Anglo-Koch treaty by which the kingdom became a 

subsidiary state and the administrative power to some extend fall in the hand of the 

authorities of the English East India Company.23 Though the treaty had not banned the 

free minting ofNarayani currency but from the later developments we can know that the 

British authorities was in no mood of its free circulation and different times they imposed 
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certain restriction over the minting of Narayani coins. Though the Koch rulers had took 
initiatives but their efforts were not enough to revive the glory of the Narayani currency 
and due to the pressure of the imperial powers the currency lost its hold from the markets 
of the state and lastly the circulation stopped officially form 1866.24 

This withdrawn not only important from political perspective but it had crude 
effects on the trade and commerce of the state. Due to the uncertain minting ofNarayani 
coins a kind of confusion occurred in the kingdom and it directly hampered the trading 
activities of the state. Both inter-state. ~d intra-regional trade troubled greatly due to this 
confusion. Due to non-availability of coins .in good numbers the local markets in the far 
flung areas of the state suffered heavy setback and people also suffered a lot. The 
problem in local level was understoqd by Come) Jenkins who was the commander in 
Chief in the North East Frontier province, asked the Company authority to do something 
for the people who were the worst sufferers. In 1849 Capt. Jenkins said to the 
Companyauthorities in his report "the people of Koch Behar still suffer much 
inconvenience from the prohibition to coin Nararinee rupees, and the non-currency of the 
Government coin".25Not only theintemal trade but also external trade of the state got 
heavy loss. For example the Bhutanese authorities in the years after Anglo-Koch treaty 
denied accepting the new Narayani coins minted by Dhairyendra Narayan due to its 
degraded metallic quality. Besides this as the state had great commercial relations with 
the neighboring territories so after the withdrawn of the Narayani currency they almost 
stopped the trading relation with the Koch state in view of monetary un-clarity. With this, 
the British trading interest also hampered the Koch trading interests heavily as it was 
keen to implant its own imperial currency in the territories of the Koch state to get grip 
over local as well as external trade. 

So from the above study we can come to this conclusion that Narayani coins are 
very significant in visualizing the economic environment of the Koch Kingdom 
especially to understand the growth of trade and commerce of the kingdom. By assaying 
the role of these coins conclusions can be drawn about the prevailing economic condition 
of the kingdom. When coins came to replace the barter mode of transactions . then trade 
and commerce flourished in the region and the self-sufficient rural economy started to 
transform into a surplus economy and which ultimately increased the standers of living of 
common people and also helped a lot to develop the communication network. By taking 
inspiration from the Koch rulers the other princely kingdoms of North East India started 
minting their own currencies and which popularized the acceptability of coins as a good 
mode of transaction, which ultimately paved the way of trade and commerce in greater 
scale. Another area of economic activity to which coins provide an insight is trading 
patterns. As there are no silver mines in North East India so the silver must have reached 
the states in the course of trade, probably from Bhutan or China, either directly or via 
Bengal. Koch coins provide an interesting case study as the silver coinage was very 
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plentiful at several periods. After 1562, it is recorded in the local chronicles that the 
kingdom acquired a lot of silver as tribute from various states conquered by Nara 

Narayan during his military expeditions. Much of this booty was struck into coins by 
Nara Narayan. Later kings however did not acquire silver through conquest, and it is 
likely that these coins were struck from the profits earned from transit trade among 

different regions with the Koch kingdom. The size of the coinage provides a crude 
measure of volumes of this trade. In particular, no coins were struck in Koch kingdom 

between 1683 and 1695, which probably indicates that the trade was disrupted during this 
decade. So finally from the above study we can clearly prove that Narayani currency 
played an important role in the trade and commercial progression of the Koch kingdom. 

The growth of trade and commerce laid the economic foundation of the kingdom and 

upon which the able Koch rulers established the political as well as economic 
superstructure of their kingdom which lasted more than two hundred years independently 

and it was due to the trading interest simultaneously attached the attention of the British 
authorities to come here and take part in it and which gradually paved the way of its 
steady dissemination towards subordinancy. 
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Abstract: Growing interest in lndologica/ researches from the end of the IB'h century gave birth 
to new approaches in the study of the oriental culture. The society had deep impact on the 
intellectuals of the country and it became a self-imposed task of the academics with nationalist 
feeling to disc:over and preserve the knowledge and cultural achievement of the past. The work 
was more or less related to history, language literature etc. likewise Kamrup Anusandhan 

amiti 's work was to discover and preserve different antiquarian text produced in Assam. In the 
srudy of material culture of a country at large regional texts are of inestimable importance. In the 
present article an attempt will be made to through light on a few regional manuscripts dealing 
with empirical study. 
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Vrikshayurvda Hastividyarnava, Ghora idan, Ecumenical cience. 

Growing interest in Indological researches from the end of the I 8th century gave 
birth to new approaches in the study of the oriental culture. There is no doubt that the 
hard job was first undertaken by the Asiatic Society under the leadership of ir William 
in 1784. Most certainly in was a collective effort. Jones was deeply Lnfluenced by 
European enlightenment and the East India Company needed the service of bright and 
enlightened Englishmen for pushing forward the imperial as well as commercial interest. 
Jones's appointment as a puisne judge of the Calcutta Supreme Court might have been a 
step forward by the company. 1 On January 15, 1784 a meeting was convened by William 
Jones where he stated that Asia was the ' nurse of sciences' and the inventress of 
delightful and useful arts'. Jones addressed as follows; you will investigate whatever is 
rare in the stupendous fabric of nature, will correct the geography of Asia by new 
observations and discoveries will trace the animals ... 2 ln fact Charles Wilkins translation 

*Professor, Department of History, University of orth Bengal 

1 Chakrabarty R. K., Time Past and Time Present: Two Hundred and Twenty Five Years of the 
Asian Society, The Asiatic ociety Kolkata, 2008 p. 2. 
2 London Encyclopedia: Or Universal Dictionary of cience, Art, literature and Practical 
Mechanics. Vol. 20. London. 1829, p. 562. 
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of the Bhagavatgita in 1785 brought to light a simple truth that thought idolatrous the 
Indians were not as ' uncivilized' as supposed by the Christian Evangelists. 

The Memorandum of Articles of the society prepared by Jones shows no radical 
bias. It contained the following statement: 'the bounds of investigations will be the 
geographical limits of Asia and within these limits its enquiries will be extended to 
whatever is performed by man or produced by nature' (Time Past & Present). The result 
of su.ch investigat'io~s and enquiries founds expression in the publications of the Society. 
These researches constituted a serious challenge to the Euro-centric view till were 
dominant among the western scholars. It was the greatest achievement of Sir William 
Jones that the Memorandum shows no indication of European superiority. It directly 
expresses the indebtedness of mankind to Asian cultures and civilizations. In course of 
time, the terms like Orientalism, Indology, Sinology etc. were coined with the progress of 

Asiatic Studies. 

Now an automatic question may arise what is the relevance of the Asiatic Society 
or Jones with regard to the study of science and culture practiced in Koch or Kamrup 
kingdom i. e. Assam in the colonial and pre-colonial time. There is no denial that, 
William Jones's conviction that Asia was the 'nurse of sciences' was concrete and in no 
way illusion. Even the question as to what extent the Hindu revivalist movement was 
influenced by the Indological researches, the plausible answer should be that Hindu 
Revivalism has its root in the psychic of the Indian people whereas the researches of the 
society were entirely inspired by the spirit of discovery. Jones lived only for ten years for 
his stupendous activities but his team saved the Indic studies from the attacks of the 
Anglicists, the Missionaries and the so-called utilitarians only with their commitment to 
the mission initiated by Jones. 

The work of the society had deep impact on the intellectuals of the country and it 
became a self-imposed task of the academics with nationalist feeling to discover and 
preserve the knowledge and cultural achievement of the if possible institutionally or 
sometimes on personal initiatives. In this context we may remember the contribution of 
Barendra Anusandhan Samiti of Rajshahi and the Kamrup Anusandhan Samiti of Assam. 
In 1910 the Barendra Anusandhan Samiti was founded by Akshay Kumar Maitra. 
Maitreya tried to discover glorious past of North Bengal. But the work was more or less 
related to history, language literature etc. Likewise Kamrup Anusandhan Samiti' s work 
was to discover and preserve different antiquarian text produced in Assam. I shall make a 
modest attempt in this article to throw some light on a few Ayurvedic and a botanical text 
which, it is held had some organic relations with the history and culture of Kamrup and 
Cooch Behar kingdom as well. 
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In the study of material culture of a country at large or a region in particular, such 
texts are of inestimable importance. If the texts written in regional languages or other are 
examined being grafted in their own cultural frame, their inherent ingenuity comes to the 
fore and help us to construct an idea of the intellectual level of the concerned people. 
Besides, these sources seem as if different flows coming out of different sources are co
mingling together in the ocean of Indian culture and providing it multifaceted dimensions 
as well. Here I like to remember Needham. He used the metaphor of rivers flowing into 
the sea in the context of ecumenical science. He refers to an old Chinese expression of 
'rivers going to pay court to the sea' .3 It fact on can well consider the older streams of 
science in different civilizations like rivers flowing into the ocean of modem science. 
Modem science is indeed composed of contributions from all the people of the old world 
and in it, Needham stated China and India had definite contributions. 

Needham's approach makes an inducement to understand history in a new way 
and consequent upon this we can extend our inquisitiveness to explore the area hitherto 
very little known to the people of mainland civilization of the Indian subcontinent. This 
will help in recording, analyzing and acknowledging the contributions of different 
nutrient agencies of the Indian civilization. 

Marxist historiography and the work of the Annales school in France have 
encouraged the reformulation of the notion of civilization which are characterized both by 
changes from an internal dynamic and by a process of exchange. In India there was 
always the hegemonic pressure of the so-called Hindu science and the dominance of 
Sanskrit texts but there was still the existence of a parallel body of knowledge preserved 
in texts composed in regional languages which are to be treated with due importance. 
This may provide us with an alternative scope of writing history of science, keeping in 
view the whole gamut of the social and cultural situation and thereby giving birth to a 
novelty in historiographical approach. Traditional knowledge system or empirical 
knowledge had developed in different pockets of this subcontinent. As example of such 
developments, a few texts composed or preserved particularly in Cooch Behar or Kamrup 
may be cited here. 

First of all, reference may be made to the Vrikshayurvda of Parasara.4 This is an 
exclusive treatise on the Ayurveda of Vrikshas or tress which may alternatively be called 
'plant science' . 

'An Introduction to the Vriksayurveda of Parasara by the late N. N. Sircar 
appeared in the journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal vol. XVI, No I, 1950. In this 

3 Needham, Joseph, Science and Civili:::ation in China, Vol. VII, Part - 2, Cambridge Uni versi ty 
Press, 2004, p. 25. 
4 Sircar, N. N. and Sarkar, R , Vrkshayurveda of Parasara, Sri Satguru Publications, Delh i, 1996. 
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article a preliminary account of the contents contained in the manuscript was furnished. 

From it we came to know that the original manuscript was discovered by the late 

Vaidyasastri Jogendranath Sircar Visagratna. He was father ofN. N. Sircar. 

This is an interesting infonnation that the provenance of the manuscript was 

probably Cooch Behar. J. N. Sircar spent long span of tim~ in Cooch Behar which was 

under the rule of the Maharajas from the late 13th century onwards. He was an Ayurvedic 
physician under the direct inspiration and royal patronage Cooch Behar court became a 

repository of traditional knowledge. The manuscript of the Vrikshayurveda of Parasara 
bears a very old tradition and it was discovered sometimes in 1928. Possibly this is a 

· single copy of the manuscript ever found. It may be said the text of the Vriksayurveda 

and its preservation by J. N. Sircar in Cooch Behar prove the connection and cultural 
contact with the rest of India, ,a reality. We have another Vriksayurveda of Surapala 

which is said to have been composed somewhere in Bengal. But the content is radically 

different. The manuscript of J. N. Sircar is now in the custody of Roma Sarkar. 

Next mention may be ma~e of two invaluable texts: (i) Hastividyarnava (ii) 
Ghora Nidan. Hastividyamava is a comprehensive medical text as well as a manual for 
the elephants. Under the order and inspiration of the Ahom king Siva Sinha and his queen 

Ambika Devi. The writer of the text was Sukumar Barkath. The manuscript was 

illustrated by two painters Dilbar and Dosai.5 

The illustrated manuscript copy of the Hasfividyarnava was in the custody of late 

Mahidhar Buragohain, the grandson of Pumananda Buragohain, the legendary Prime 

Minister of Assam (l 783-1817). The late pt.mdit H. C, Goswami recovered this 
manuscript as early as 1912 and the copy of the manuscript was handed over to the 

Department of Historical and Antiquarian Studies, Assam. The c,riginal manuscript had 

193 folios out of which 135 still remain. The folios are of the nw.aiurement of 58x 16 cm. 

The folios till 163 deal with the types of elephants and fr~rn 164 to the end with their 

ailment and treatment. From the colophon we come to known that it was composed in 
Saka 1656 i. e. 1734 A. D. 

5 Choudhury. P. C. (ed.) HastMdyarnava, Publication Board Assam, Gautiati , 1975. 
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Studies on different 
aspects of behaviour as well as 
of the types of elephants 
constitute the main contents of 
the Hastividyanarva 
Sarasamgraha . 

The huge store-house 
of knowledge in · herbal 
medicines for the elephants as 
preserved in the 
Hastividyanarva reveals that as Kamrup or Assam constitutes the natural habitat of 
elephants, behavioural study of elephants was a principal area of interest of the people. 
From the content it appears that the author was fully conversant with the features and 
characteristic of different types of elephants coming from different corners of the Indian 

sub-continent. Their whole 
behaviour and method of 
taming and training have 
been documented with 
corresponding paintings in 
the text. 

Medicines have 
been prescribed for curing 
diseases like diarrhea 
jaundice, heart disease loss 

of appetite, syphilis and others. There is also mention of medicines for cooling the 
temperament of elephants. All the medicines were to be prepared using the native herbs 
and plants. 

In a discourse on animal science a text on Horse lore of Assam deserves special 
mention. The text is known as Ghora Nidan.6 The date of its composition is not definitely 
known. The original manuscript was handed over to T. C. Bhattacharjee (editor) by 
pundit Hemchandra Ghoswami on behalf of the Kamrup Anusandhan Samiti. 
Bhattacharjee after a careful examination of the text forms an opinion that this treatise has 
not any connection with the Sanskrit text on Horse of ancient lndia. It should be treated 
as an original product of Assam. The Puthi is written in old Assamese script and was 

6 Bhattacharjee, T. C. (ed.) Ghora Nidan, 1932-This book on horse lore of Assam was originally 
edited by Bhattacharjee. The current ed ition has been published by the Society for Appropriate 
Technology Gauhati, with a scientific analysis of diseases and medicinal plants in the preface by 
Dr. D. Baishya. 
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discovered from Mangaldai sub-division in Western Assam, which was the main centre 
of horse trade. Rulers of Assam probably pro~ured horses from Bhutan. Amalendu Guha 
has shown that Ahom trade with Tibet and Bhutan was favourable and the Caravan trade 
was carried between Assam and Lasa and was negotiated at a place in the foothill. 7 Thus 
the western part of Assam particularly Mangaldai and Karnrup became the main center of 
horse trade and their developed traditional veterinary practices for the horses in this part 
of the land. We get infonnation about two more puthis on horse known as Ghorar 

Lakkhana and Ghotaka Ratna. 

There is hardly any doubt that tl\.ese manuscripts reflect the distinctive local 
character of these hand books containing the traditional knowledge. These lores cannot be 
equated with other ancient Sanskrit texts, but from a new historiographical approach, it 
may be stated that the people of Assam had the capacity to develop a traditional 
knowledge system which constituted a part of cultural and social formation. 

7 Guha, A., "The Medieval Economy of Assam" in T. Raychaudhuri and I. Habib (ed.) The 
Cambridge Economic History of India, Vol. 1, (C. 1200-C, 1750), Orient Longman, Delhi 1984, p. 
492. 

25 



Karatoya: NBU J. Hist. Vol. 8: March, 2015 ISSN: 2229-4880 

In Search of the Ecosophy: 
Enviornmentalism in Buddhist Philosophy ,-

Varun Kumar Roy' 

Abstract: His Holiness Dalai Lama says, "Destruction of nature and natural resources results 
from ignorance, greed, and lack of respect for the earth's living things. This lack of respect 
extends even to the ea,:th's human descendants, the future generations who will inherit a vastly 
degraded planet if world peace does not become a reality and if destruction of the natural 
environment continues at the present rate. This paper gives an in dept study on the notion of 
environmentalism in Buddhist Philosophy. A special mention is made of the Jataka tales that 
beautifully enumerates the environmental philosophy in Buddhism. 

Keywords: ecosophy, reciprocal dynamic, Bodhisattawas, Ja - takas, Pali Canon. 

Mayra Caldecott in his book Myths of the Sacred Tree, describes Gautama Buddha's 
experience at Bodh-Gaya-

At Bodh-Gaya he sat under a tree and did not move from there for forty-nine 
days. Time passed and did not pass. He could feel the great tree drawing nourishment and 
energy from the earth. He could feel it drawing nourishment and energy from the air and 
the Sun. He began to feel the same energy pumping in his heart. He began to feel that 
there was no distinction between the tree and himself. He was the tree. The tree was him. 
The earth and the sky were also part of the tree and hence of him. When his companions 
came that way again, they found him so shining and radiant they could hardly look at him 
directly. "What has happened?" they asked. But he did not reply. How could he possibly 
explain in words the experience that had given the key to the questions that had troubled 
him so deeply for so long?1 

Ecosophy and ecophilosophy are neologisms forme_d by contracting the 
phrase ecological philosophy. While Professor at University of Oslo in 1972, Ame Naess 
introduced the terms "deep ecology movement" and "ecosophy" into environmental 
literature. Naess defined ecosophy in the following way: 

'Ecosophy is a philosophy of ecological harmony or equilibrium. A philosophy 
as a kind of Sofia (or) wisdom, is openly normative, it contains both norms, rules, 
postulates, value priority announcements and hypotheses concerning the state of affairs in 
our universe. Wisdom is policy wisdom, prescription, not only scientific description and 

prediction. The details of an ecosophy will show many variations due to significant 
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differences concerning not only the 'facts' of pollution, resources, population, etc. but 
also value priorities' .. . 2 

Does Buddhism offer any special perspective on the ecological crisis? Do its 
teachings imply a different way of understanding the biosphere, and our relationship to it, 
which can really help us at this critical time in history ·when we are doing so much to 
destroy it? 

. There are reasons to doubt it: after all, Sakyamuni Buddha3 lived in a very 
different time and place, Iron Age India. He and his society knew nothing about climate 
change, ozone holes, melting glaciers, or extinction events; for that matter, they also 
knew nothing about carbon dioxide or the other elements of the periodic table, the 
cellular structure of life, DNA, and innumerable other scientific facts we take for granted 
now.4 

So what does Buddhism have to offer us today, as we struggle to respond to the 
eco-crisis? 

II 

Alan Sponberg has made pertinent contributions to this area of research. He looks 
at early Buddhism and MahiCya-na and the Buddhist environmentalism mostly from the 
soteriological point of view5

• Giving a liberal thinking, Sponberg says that the seed of 
environmentalism is contained in the Buddhist doctrine of no-self.6 He further says that 
" individual identity is perceived as a dynamic and developmental stream of karmic 
conditioning" that continues over many lifetimes and life forms.7 The self when taken in 

this particular way will lead us for "compassionate, environmental sustaining 
altruism.',sDavid Kalupahana also takes a strong stand on the issue of the presence of 
environmentalism in (primarily early) Buddhism in his essay "Towards a Middle Path of 
Survival."9 Pragati Sinha remarks, Kalupahana claims that most interpretations of 
Buddhism in the modem world are based upon misunderstandings and so do not 
comprehend that the Buddha's was not an absolutistic theory of nature. Human beings 
were a part of nature; they were dependently arisen like everything else that existed and 
according to Kalupahana, the dissolution of this distinction in understanding will reveal a 
significant relation between nature and humanity. 10 

P. D. Ryan's in his book Buddhism and the Natural World reflects an extremely 
positive attitude and creates a vivid picture of Buddhist environmentalism especially 
through deconstructing the myth of the AggannaSutta. Ryan's writings are also inclusive 
of analyses on wilderness, animals and images of nature based on ideas of 
interdependence and compassion. 11 
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However it is very important to mention the works of Joanna Mac/2
. 

Paticcasamuppa- da (dependent co-arising or dependent origination) is a fundamental 

Buddhist concept that engages Macy's attention and through a close study of its 
implications she is able to arrive at the conclusion that it does indeed positively contribute 
to an environmental ethics 13. After having analysed the Buddhist theory of dependent co

arising, she relates it to the Buddhist approaches to karnma, self, perception, and ethics. 
She believes that it is through the changing of the individual that a conversion in attitudes 
to nature can happen and this view culminates in the arising of a new sense of self.14 It 

also suggests how individuals can contribute to ecological goals by altering the way they 
see themselves. Macy finds that the Buddha' s teaching of dependent co-arising, which 
she also refers to as the law of causality, applies to the objects and events of daily life. 

She explains that for the Buddha causality did not imply one thing causing another in tum 

(in a linear sense), rather it meant that things provided the appropriate conditions or 

occasions for others to arise, and by the arising of others these things themselves were 

affected. In this Macy saw "mutuality" or a "reciprocal dynamic" where it was not the 
things themselves but the relationship between them that became important. She finds 

that two baskets of the Pali Canon - the Sutra and the Vinayapitaka - support this 
meaning but in the third - the Abhidhanna (Pali: Abhidhamma) - there is slight change 
and shift in meaning. Macy believes, "These shifts tend to weaken the moral thrust of 

dependent co-arising, and blur its distinctiveness from the causal views the Buddha 
contested."15 

III 

Lord Gotama adopted non-violence and it is said, "Having forsaken the 
destroying of life, the ascetic Gotama abstains from destroying life, without stick, without 
weapon, humble, with kindness, he lives with compassion for the welfare of all living 

beings."16 In the Dharnmapada it is stated that the life of each and every be ing is dear to it 
and all tremble at the thought of pain. Therefore one should never harm others for they 
too can suffer like one's own self.17 

The virtue of respect for life is also suggested in the Eightfold Path under right 

action and right livelihood. Right action and livelihood specify how an individual ought 

to act and live in this world. He must act such that all life is respected. Under right action 

(samma - kammanta) Buddhism suggests, just like the first precept, abstinence from 
killing (pa -na - tipa - tavera -mam - , D II 312). Right livelihood (samma - a 1 1- va) also 

supports respect for all life. By adopting the correct means of making a living, a person 
can ensure that no being is hurt and protection is extended to everything that can suffer. 
This sense is conveyed by specifying that certain forms of making a living are to be 
avoided at all costs. The Buddha says, "Monks, a lay disciple ought not to indulge in five 
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trades. Which five? Trade in weapons, trade in human beings, trade in flesh, trade in 
spirits and trade in poison."18 Especially to be noted is a ban on the professions of hunters 
and butchers and others, who may physically hann other living being. 19 The 
Then -ga - tha - also mentions that certain professions generate evil results - pig and sheep 
butchers, hunters, thieves and murderers - and no amount of splashing of holy water can 
free them of their destiny.20 People who injure their fellow creatures are admonished by 
being warned that they too will suffer ill consequences of their actions for the effects of 
the latter are never ·1ost.21 Thus, a respect for all life was emphasized in Buddhist 
literature. Respect extends to plant life as well. It is true that one is unable to establish 
that plant life is sentient ori Buddhist principles, however this does not rule out respect for 
plants derived from precepts such as "non-injury to seeds and plants". Respect for life 
thus is a constant theme in the Nikaya -sand in other texts and its practice is reiterated 
over and over again. 

Theravadin monk Thanissaro says, 

'There are . . . acts with damaging consequences that, when performed 
unintentionally, reveal carelessness and lack of.circumspection in areas where a person 
may reasonably be held responsible. Many of the rules dealing with the proper care of 
communal property and one's basic requisites fall in this category . . . the minor rules 
that do carry such penalties may be regarded as useful lessons in mindfulness. ' 

Another factor in Buddhism that contributes to a good environment is the indirect 
endors.ement of simple living. Pragati Sinha well articulates that in Buddhism simple 
living is essentially articulated through non-greed (ara -ga) and contentment (santutthi) 
and corresponds with the definition of an environmental virtue as well. The Buddha 
appears to approve that living simply would advance the agent's quest by providing an 
impetus towards liberation. The virtue does not have a direct ecological motive in 
Canonical literature, but can be seen to support ecology implicitly. That simplicity is a 
foundational virtue for an environmental virtue ethics is not in doubt. As an 
environmental virtue it recognizes that such living plays a positive role in reducing the 
demands made on the natural world and consequently in protecting the environment. 
Thus any philosophy that supports a simple life and contentment not based on material 
possessions is bound to be inherently environmental.22 

IV 

The Ja - takas, a part of the KhuddakaNika - ya of the SuttaPitaka or the first 
basket of the Pali Canon are a collection of over five hundred stories that in common 
dialect are called folklore. Each story conveys a moral that is considered as the basis of 
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righteous conduct by early Buddhists. The renowned Buddhist scholar T. W. Rhys 

Davids, in his book Buddhist India, writes, "When the original Ja - rakawas being 
gradually formed most of the stories were taken bodily over from the existing folklore of 
northern India."23 K. R. Nonnan believes that "Although many Ja- takas can be regarded 
as being non-Buddhist, or even pre-Buddhist, there are some which are certainly 
Buddhist."24 Furthennore_ though it is true that all the Ja - ,akasare not purely Buddhist in 
origin, more recent research also shows that they did assimilate Buddhist principles in all 
seriousness and so cannot be so easily overlooked due to their origin. 

A study of the ethical and factual content of the Ja-takasreveals both 

accommodating and pessimistic aspects of importance in determining the nature of 
environmental discourse. In the Kusana - lija - ,aka, the Bodhisattawas born a deity and 
was dwelling in a clump of kusagrass (kusana -!. igacchedevata J.25 He became friendly 
with atree deity that also lived nearby. The tree was very strong and the trunk was also 
beautiful. It received great attention from the king because of it hugeness. It happened 
that the king's palace needed a strong pillar as the old one had rotted and this tree was the 

only tree that seemed strong enough to hold up the roof. Under these circumstances the 
king gave permission for the tree to be cut down. On hearing this, the deity of the tree 
burst into tears for her home would be destroyed. The Bodhisatta promised to help her 
out of her predicament. He assumed the shape of a chameleon (kakan taka), worked his 
way up the tree and made it appear full of holes. On seeing the holes, the woodcutters 
declared the tree to be rotten and unfit to be cut and this averted the tree being chopped. 

The explicit moral outlined in the story itself is that the wise should be respected and 

befriended irrespective of their position. However on closer examination the tale also has 
many indirect environmental implications. It brings awareness about the protection of 
trees, even though the protection comes from a simple spirit living in a clump of grass. 
However on closer examination the tale also has many indirect environmental 
implications. It brings awareness about the protection of trees, even though the protection 
comes from a simple spirit living in a clump of grass. 

The Godhaja - taka tells the story of a greedy monk who developed a taste for the 
flesh of lizards.26 In order to fulfill his yearning he tries to kill the Bodhisatta, who is a 
lizard in this lifetime. The monk does not succeed and is warned by the Bodhisatta that he 
will go into the realm of suffering for not practisingselfcontrol (asannatam. ). Other than 
greed, various forms of craving (such as the craving for delicious food or rasatan ha J 
are criticized in the tales.27 Craving for hugely wasteful and exotic foods may hann 
health, have no added nutritional value and be produced through severe environmental 
costs. 

Much on the treatment of animals can also be derived from the Ja - takas. There is 
a diversity of animals contained within the tales; some 70 animals in all are mentioned, 
with monkeys and elephants topping the list.28 The sacrifice of animals, an accepted 
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practice of the time, appears to have greatly perturbed the Bodhisatta of the Ja - takas. 

Animal sacrifice was deplored and intentional injury in this form became especially 
unacceptable to the Buddhists. There appears to have been an underlying awareness that 
the precept implying respect for life was compromised due to such acts . In the 

Matakabhattaja -taka a goat that was to be sacrificed by a Brahmin showed signs of great 

joy and great sorrow. 29 The goat explained the reason for each emotion. In a previous life 
the goat had been a Brahmin who had sacrificed a goat, due to which he was born a goat 

in the last 500 lifetimes and each time had to have his head chopped off. He had laughed 

because this was his last birth, but he had cried for the Brahmin would be doomed for 
killing a goat. The sacrifice was stopped. In another story the Bodhisatta was born a. king 

and vowed to stop the sacrificing of liv ing creatures in his land.30 He devised a clever 

strategy for this. He announced in his kingdom that any being that indulged in animal 

sacrifice would, in tum, be sacrificed to a certain Banyan tree. The result of this was that 

none of his subjects, during .his reign, harmed another living creature for fear of being 

sacrificed themselves. Scholars .identify rwo reasons for the general Buddhist opposition 

to animal sacrifice. One could be seen as compassion, that the Buddha did not want 

animals to suffer (and so having an indirect bearing on the environment).3'tale that is of 
considerable ecological significance and also concerns animals is the Ka -sa - vaja - taka, 
where the Bodhisattais an elephant himself.32The tale revolves around the deceit of a man 

who dresses as a Brahmin in order to lure elephants and then kill them for their ivory. The 

Bodhisatta realizes his true intentions and drives him out of the forest. Attention is drawn 

to this particular tale onJy to illustrate that there was some awareness about the pain 

suffered by animals and there is acknowledgement that killing an elephant for material 

gain (ivory) is not an acceptable act. Thus this story relates directly to present day 

ecological problems. 
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Colonial Advent and Changing Political Scenario in the 
Darjeeling Terai: Mid 18th Century to Mid 19th Century 

Sudip Khasnobish • 

Abstract: Darjeeling Terai or modern Siliguri sub-division never came into prominence during 
ancient, medieval and even in early part of modern period. It is due to this reason when it came 
under the sovereignty or control of the various powers i.e, Cooch Behar, Sikkim and Nepal, it did 

not get any importance rather it was neglected. When the British captured the region in 1850 it 
shot into prominence and contact with other parts of India began. Thus,the authentic history of the 
northern bank of the river Mahananda of Darjeeling Terai commences in the limelight of modern 
Indian history from early part of the J.B'h century. But ifs strategic political importance began from 
middle of the JB'h centuries, whe': the Gurkhas of Nepal eger to captured Drajeeling Terai, the 

same period when the Sanyasis and Fakirs were dominated in that region . In that particular 

political turmoil the East India Company was involved in Terai which turned its mighty historical 

transformation. 

Keywords: Terai, Morung, Gurkhas, Company Sikkim Sanyasis, Fakirs, Giri , Raikat, Namgyal, 
Lepcha, Mechi, Darjeeling, Himalaya. 

The plains of Darjeeling district is popularly known as the Darjeeling Terai, extending 
from the foot of the mountainous tract of the northern border of the Purnea district. It lies 
between 26°36'48" and 26°49'45" north latitude and between 88°8'51 "and 88°29' east 
longitude. It forms as a trapezoid with a length from north to south of eight miles and 
breadth east to west often miles, covering a total area 229.95 square miles or 147,170,19 
acres ,excluding the forest land. It is bounded on the north by Kurseong sub-division of 
the district, south by West Dinajpur (Now North Dinajpur), east by Jalpaiguri district and 
west by independent state of Nepal. 1 Joseph Dalton Hooker, the first European. who visits 
Terai said that low malarias belt which skirts the base of L"te Himalaya from the Sutlej to 
Brahma-Koond(r-iver Brahmaputra) in Upper Assam is known as Terai.2 For these 
reasons the term Terai is applicable to all the areas below the Himalayan mountainous 
ranges,in Uttar Pradesh3and Assam4 and Nepal5 or Bengal. It is to be noted that Terai 
region has been referred in some of the accounts either as Morung or Kiratland. 
Yet,Darjeeling Terai was almost an unknown area to the people living in the mainland of 
India before the British annexation .Hence, Morung was the old name of Nepal and 
Sikkim Terai (i.e Darjeeling Terai).The name is an old one, being mentioned more than 
once in the Alamgimamah and in the annals of the Koch King. It is shown in Vanden 
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Broucke 's ma' as comprising the whole Himalayan tract from Bihar to Assam ,and in 
Rennell's map of 1779 the Nepal Terai between Muzzafarpur and Jalpaiguri is under this 
name.6 _During colonial period there were three police stations under Siliguri sub-division 
i.e Siliguri, Phansidewa and Khoribari. But after the Independence of the country in i947 
police stations were increased to six in number. The three additional new police ·stations 
'are Naxalbari, Matigara and Bagdogra. 

The com_ing of the Gurkhas in Nepal strangely coincided with the East India 
Company's coming to power in Bengal. Like Sikkim,Nepal was also interested in coming 
_down towards her south in the plains.7 The southern Terai region separating Nepal from 
the plains of India was also a natural barrier. It was covered with thick forests and grassy 
marshes. A virulent type of malaria called the "awf' was endemic in the Terai and people 
were unwilling to cross the f9rest regions except through established paths along 
perennial water courses and forest clearing .This malarial fever of Terai was one of the 
main factors which prevented closer relationship between Nepal and southern 
neighbors.8Nevertheless in the year of 1769, the two countries of Gorkha and Nepal were 

united into one kingdom under one name and one ruler, Prithvi Narayan Shah. After 
establishing the power in Nepal Prithvi Narayan crossed the Dudh Kosi river,the eastern 

boundary of his new dominations and entered the country of the Kiratas and Limbus.Then 
he extended his territories to the river Mechi in those days which separated the . Lim bu 
country from Sikkim. In 1772 a great battle was bought between the Gorkhas and the_ raja 
of Tanbu. Thousands of Gorkhas was slain of the field of battle. Tanbti was incorporated 
in the Gurkha dominions as a result of this.9 On the other hand the Sikkim Government 
was just resting from the Bhutanese invasion to its boundary, when it was informed about 
the occupation of Limbuwan including Morung of Bijaypur by the Gurkhas.The 

Sikkimese force had detennined to attack the Gurkha force, and at the same time the 
rumors had already spread that the Sikkim prince himself came to fight the enemies and 
thus they started fighting. After some battles, a treaty was concluded at Bijaypur between 
Sikkim and Nepal in 1775 as Gurkha power was greatly reduced by continuous 
campaigning. By this time Raja Prithvi Narayan Shah was dead and his son Pratap Singh 
had succeeded him on the t~ere one( 1776). 10B y this treaty Nepal fixed her ~astern 
boundary up to the river Kank~i in the Terai land. Any breach of the above treaty would 
entail the party who broke it should given an indemnity fine of one hundred dharnis of 
gold(250 seers of gold). But the same year(l 776) or next year the new Gurkha Raja 
Pratap Singh Shah broke the treaty and invaded Sikkim 11and annex the e_astem part of 
Morung i.e from the river Mechi to Mahananda in the east(present Darjeeling Terai).This 
territory measuring 230 miles touched the boundaries of Purnea,Dinajpur and Rangpur 
and was under the Sikkim's regime at that time. 12 

Thus the Gurkhas captured the Darjeeling Terai in 1779-80 without any strong 
resistance by the Sikkimise under the leadership of Ganguram Thapa. 13 A news reached 
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to Ganguram that Sikkim had take some immediate action against him.This kind of 
information flourish in some official documents of Sikkim but not in any British sources 
.Nevertheless,in order to foil this move and legitimize his hold on Morung he came into 
contact with the leaders of Sannyasis and Fakirs,most prominent among them was Majnu 
Shah who had previously secured five jotes from the Sikkim ruler, was given five more 
jotes by Ganguram to enJist his support. 14 In this connection it is to be noted that almost 
immediately after an attack into Sikkim the Lepchas held up the Gurkhas for nine long 
years until in 1788 the ruling prince was defeated and fled to Tibet .When the ·Gurkhas 
finally returned, they were able to conquer Sikkim territory up to west of the Tista river. 15 

During the second half of the 18th century the Sanyasis 16 and the Fakirs came in 
large numbers in Terai. But from where did they came in Terai is still unknown to us 
.Dr.Arun Bhusan Majumdar,an eminent scholar and former Inspector of Colleges of 
N.B.U said that, after the defeat of Mir Qasim, Nawab of Oudh and the Mughal king in 
the battle of Buxar against the English in 1764,their soldiers became helpless and tried to 
leave the place where they be safe and wanted to get rid of the English. But the question 
was where the soldiers would go. At that time Oudh was not a safe place io them even 
not Bihar, Orissa and Bengal. Therefore they had to select a place where the English had 
no influence and they decided to stay at Terai jungle which was somehow free from 

English influence. After coming to Terai, some of these soldiers took services under the 
Raikats Cooches and the Bhutanese. They became to be known as Sannyasis and Fakirs 
.These peoples later fought battles against the English in favour of Bhutan the Raikats 
and the Koches. Many of them p.lundered Suba Bengal from this region. Mostly they are 
called as Giris. 17 Among these Sannyasis, many of them were engaged in trading activities 

and commerce with Bhutan through the route of Tibet.The prominent name in such 

activities are Pumna Giri Gossain,who is better referred as Puran Giri Gossain in British 

records. 18This type of theory is also supported by an eminent historian, Prof. Amalendu 
Dey in his book Sirajer Putro O Bangsodherder Sandhane '.19 

It is to be said that the Sannyasis came to Bengal principally to take prut in 
bathing festivals. After passing through the territory of the awab of Oudh they followed 
a route generally through the north Bihar and the borders of Nepal Terai. The Sannyasis 

usually crossed the river Mahananda by several routes. So, it was in the late 18 th century 

that eastern Morung or present Darjeeling Terai became the pennanent home of the 

Sannyasis which was at that time under the rule of Sikkim.20Moreover to save his country 
from the invasions of the Sannyasis and the Fakirs 21 the Sikkim Government provided 
them land for settlement in order to keep peace in the region .Some of-them were literary 
Sannyasis and Fakirs in true sense but most of them were not sages or ascetic. The 
landowner of Purnea,Dinajpur Rangpur used to fear them and maintained some distant 
from them.On the other hand the poor and needy people were much closer to them 
because they were the friends of the sufferers .Among them many of them worked in 
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King's army in lieu of wages.The East India Company observed that in the battle of 
Cooch Behar,Baikunthapur and Bhutan with the English there were forces composed of 

hired soldiers from among the Sannyasis and Fakirs as stated earlier.22 Dr.Buchanan 

Hamilton also observes that • . . . they(Sannyasis) plundered with the utmost barbarity and 
when pursued were went to retire to Morung in the dominations of Nepal,where they 
found shelter and sale of their booty . . ... Many still reside in Morung.'23 But it is 

interesting to note that during the struggle of Prithvi Narayan Shah with Newar king, the 

Gossain and the Fakir merchants sided with the Newar Raja,fayprakash. Even 

Muktananda and Fakir Ramdas were sent as emissaries to solicit English help on behalf 

of the Newar Raja In June 1767 against the ambitious Gorkha King,Prithvi Narayan.The 

Kinlock_Expedition was accordingly sent against Prithvi Narayan with the hope that 
adequate concessions for Trans-Himalayan trade and for trade in Ti::rai would be obtained 

from the Newar Raja. After the Nepal route was virtually closed, it was found that the 

commodities of Bengal used also to be conveyed into Tibet through the Terai.24The 
Sannyasis-Fakirs attitude towards Prithvi Narayan Shah was presumably for his opinion 

that they (Sannyasi-Fakirs)sucking all the profits of Nepal. He therefore, never allowed 

the Gossains and Fakirs who used to carry on a highly profitable trade between Bengal, 

Tibet and Nepal, to stay in his country .Rather they were ruthlessly expelled.251n this 

connection it is to be mentioned that in 1766, Mr.Myrtle.an English official engaged by 
the Company in fur trade was killed along with his men by the Sannyasis-Fakirs in the 

Terai region. 26 

So, from the above mentioned facts it is to be clear that the entire zone was rife 

with discontent during the late I 8th century due to the new revenue and commercial 

policies of the Company, which occasioned serious economic and social dislocation by 

unseating some established zamindars, depeasantizing the settled agricultural 

communities, endangering the textile and silk industries and ruining the economic interest 

of the pedlars and itinerant traders. Armed depredations by the Sannyasis and Fakirs 
within the Company's territory, were a regular feature during the 1780-86 and it 

continued till I 800.27During this period the British East India Company sti ll could not 
provide internal security and administration of the region.In the August 1776,the Fauzdar 
of Rangpur Jainal Abedin had informed Reja Khan that for maintaining peace and 
internal security, though there was a Kotwal in Rangpur but it was difficult for 

maintained to pay attention beyond the area of two miles. Reja Khan ,had written a letter 

to Warren Hastings,the than Governor of Bengal informing him about the helpless 

condition of security and internal administration of the area .Yet, Warren Hastings d id not 

have any other option, then to use forces against the Sannyasis and Fakirs to maintained 

the law and order. The strong measures of suppression of the East India Company had 

gradually stoped the raids of the Sannyasis and Fakirs in the region .But in the western 

part of of Baikunthapur a new problem was been created with the progress of Prithvi 
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Narayan Shah and his Gurkha army who crossed the Mechi river and entered the Terai 

area ofDarjeeling.Prithvi Narayan Shah had earlier made contact of Warren Hastings and 

expressed his wishes to occupy the Terai region knowing totally well about the problem 

faced by the Company regarding the Sannyasis.He had mentioned that the Sannyasis will 

no more create tensions in the region once it would be occupied by the Gurkhas.But 

Hastings was doubt full and did not agree to the pretext of the Gurkhas to occupy the 

region in the name of the Sannyasis.But very soon the Company become engaged in 

Cooch Behar-Bhutan war and could not pay attention towards the activities of 

Nepal.Taking an advantage of the situation the Gurkhas occupied the region of 
Terai.28The frequent incursions of the Gurkhas and the Sannyasis in the Rangpur frontier 

alarmed the Britishers. Warren Hastings is said to have contemplated a campaign against 

Nepal,but that did not materialize. In 1784 he decided to send a friendly mission under 

Foxcroft to Nepal to know the real intention of the Gurkhas. But with the few months of 

it, the Governor General left India and nothing more was heard about the mission. The 

Nepal Government however, in a letter of 13 th May 1786, to the Collector of Rangpur 

professed peace and amity with the Company's Government and also gave an apologetic 

explanation for the violence committed by the Gurkha Jamadar Gungaram Thapa within 

the territories of Baikunthapur.29 

During the latter half of the 18th Century the Gurkha forces crossed the border of 

Tibet and captured 275 miles.But within few days China and Sikkim had extended their 

help to Tibet which remove the Gurkha forces.30The Lasha authorities have requested the 

English to remained neutral. Nepal on the other hand, being encouraged by the 

commercial treaty with the East India Company concluded in March 1792, appealed to 

the Governor General for help. But the policy ofneutrality pursued by Lord Cornwallis in 

the Tibeto-Nepalese conflict neither satisfied the Nepalese, nor the Tibetans. This dashed 

the hopes of a Trans-Himalayan trade route of Warren Hastings. Since the Tibeto

Nepalese war British interests in the Himalayan and reaction of China towards them 

became a major factor in the eastern Himalayan politics. The English realized that they 

had to formulate a definite policy with regard to the northern frontier. A Himalayan 

frontier rather than Himalayan trade became now their objective at that time.31 The 

political background of Terai region mentioned above to understand how did the British 

tried to take possession of the whole area. 

The East India Company could not ignore the importance of the Terai region 

from the very beginning for political, diplomatic ,and economic reasons.32From I 768-

1770, when the Company first started to show an interest in the Terai, the Gurkhas had 

already began a campaign to establish their supremacy, not only in the Nepal but in the 

moffusil territory of North-Eastern India where administration had been transferred by the 

Mughal Emperor to the Company in 1765 and the Company's zamindars accused the 

Gurkhas for encroaching on their lands. In this reasons, Lord Cornwallis, in 1795, went 
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out of his way to assure the Raja of Nepal that he was prepared to define the long 
uncertain border between the Terai and Purnea in conformity with the Raja's 
representations. At that time, the Gurkhas showed themselves anxious to have this 
disputes settled.33But from the early part of the 19th century the Comp~ny tried to 
strengthen their hold in the northern Himalayan range, close to the frontiers .of Sikkim, 
Bhutan and Nepal. As Company's relation with Bhutan and Nepal was-no cordial, the 
English wanted to develop friendly relationship to strengthen its hold .in _the Himalayan 

frontiers and to look after the movement of both Bhutan and Nepal in the near future . . ' 

Nevertheless, after some time the Gurkhas threaten British interests in the north eastern 
district of Kheri in the province of A vadh(Oudh) better known as Gorakhpur Terai.Lord 
Moira pointed to the Gurkha advance westwards towards the Sutlej and eastwards far into 
Sikkim as posing a certain threat to the British interests. 34At that time it was rumored that 
Bhutan and Nepal separated by a small kingdom of Sikkim, were about to conclude a 
military alliance against the Company. The Company therefore wanted to isolate Nepal 
and prevent it from getting assistance from any quarter, especially China, since the latter 
exercised suzerainty over Nepal from 1792 onwards. Thus it was the political and 
military necessity of the Company to opening a relationship with Sikkim. The alliance 
with Sikkim seemed to promise to the Company three advantages, namely, i) facilitate 
communication with China via Tibet ii)prevent Nepalese-Bhutanese intrigues against the 
Company and iii)level an attack on the Gurkha flank. In view of this advantages the 
Company instructed Captain Barre Latter of the Bengal Army to establish contacts with 
Chungpud Namgyal, the than ruler of Sikkim35 . 

The English were not satisfied until they got sure foothold of the Himalayas. 
Following the political settlement after the Gurkha war(l 814-1815), relations between the 
Company and Sikkim was further extended. This opportunity occurred in 1834-35, when 
some Lepcha refugees in Nepal having been made an inroad into the Terai. The refugees 
were obliged to return to Nepal, and after certain terms and conditions fixed by the 
Company and the Raja of Sikkim, the negotiations ended in the execution of the Raja of 
Sikkim36of a deed of grant on I st of February 1835 in the following way: "The Governor
General having expressed his desire for the possession of the Hill of Darjeeling, on 
account of its ' cool climate, for the purpose of enabling the Servants of his Government, 
suffering from sickness, to avail themselves of its advantages .I,the Sikkimputtee 
Rajah,out of friendship to the said Governor- General, hereby present Darjeeling to the 
East India Company, that is, all the land south of the Great Runjeet River,east of the 
Balasun,Kahail,and Little Runjeet Rivers, and east of the Rungpo and Mahanadi 
Rivers". 37 

The development and urbanization of Daijeeling became a serious concerned for 
Sikkim in late 30s of 19th centuries,because a huge numbers of labourers and farmers 
migrated from Sikkim to Darjeeling and the urbanization process which led to the 

39 



scarcity of labourers in Sikkim.These labourers had also accepted the citizenship of the 

British-Indian Government.As a result of which the Dewan of Sikkim who was popularly 
known as 'Pagla Dewan' had placed a petition demanding the return of the labourers 
from the British regime of Darjeeling to Sikkim. Sometimes raids were conducted by the 
Sikimise to capture forcefully the workers and agricultural labourers from Darjeeling and 
they were sold as slaves in their own kingdom.The British Government thus cited the 
instances of these raids and the illegal activities of the Sikkim Government towards the 

labourers and farmers as a reason for their migration from the region of Darjeeling.These 
incidents led to the growth of tension in the Anglo-Sikkimise relation during the first half 
of 19th Century.38 Byl846,relations between Campbell and the Sikkim Darbar had 
steadily worsened , and finally he warned the Raja that if he persisted in his unfriendly 

attitude towards the British Government , they would be compelled to annex the 
Terai,39though it was their motivation for last decade.Then the opportunity presented 
itself when sir J.D Hooker(an English Naturalist) and Dr.Campbell, while traveling in 
Sikkim with valid documents were arrested on 7th November 1849 and kept confined by 

the Government of Sikkim. Campbell,in his diary, mentioned that he was subsequently 

tortured in the hopes of forcing him to agree that the British would refrain in the future 
from interfering in the Sikkim affairs.40The news of Campbell's arrest caused 
considerable panic at Darjeeling. After failing all the attempts to release them and the 
Raja, Chumpud Namngyal, refused to comply the demand of the Governor-General Lord 

Dalhousie for the release of Campbell and Hooker on the ground that the letters of the 
Governor-General did not bear proper seals.Therefor the Government felt it 
indispensably necessary to crash the power of the Sikkim Raja and feel the power of the 
Government with which he had to deal.41C.H Lushington was appointed to act as the 
superintendents of Darjeeling and was instructed to procure the immediate release of the 
prisoners, failing for which he had asked to advance and occupy the country. Lushington 
posted a huge army near the river Rangit and addressed a letter to the Raja of Sikkim 

demanding the release of the prisoners. Even the letter reached the Raja, the prisoners 
were released on 9th December I 849 .42The next development was the Raja sent presents 
to the captives, and the Rani sent Campbell a fan and other trifles to give to his wife. 
Finally, they set off under guard and accompanied by Dewan, who calmly going to visit 
Darjeeling to sell ponies, for the British frontier. On 24th Dec, 1849 they reached 
Darjeeling.43But to punish Sikkim the British had stopped the payment of tribute Rs.6000 

per annum to the Sikkim Government and under the initiative and steps taken by 
Dr.Campbell the British captured a large portion ofTerai region ofSikkim44which he had 
originally received as a free gift from the British and which was the only lucrative or 
fertile estates he possessed. This area bounded on the north by the rivers Ramman and 
Rangit,east by river Tista, west by Nepal and south by district Purnea.45These annexations 
brought about significant changes in the relation between Sikkim and British- India. 
Previously the district had been an enclave in Sikkim territory and to reach it the British 
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had to pass through a country acknowledging the rule of a foreign though dependent, 
potentate.46 

Thus the process which was actually initiated in the late 1760 's was completed in 
the late 1850 to the satisfaction of the Calcutta authorities as well as of the Court of 
Directors. Although during the late 18th century the British might not have contemplated 
the permanent annexation of the Terai, the fact that it was always occupying an important 
place in their frontier policy beyond doubt. Their consistency in this regard flowed partly 
from military considerations as Nepal was disruptive of the British northern frontier 
policy, but primarily because Terai was important for its timber wealth and provided an 
appropriate trade route to Tibet. The annexation of Terai was considered useful by the 
English for preventing Bhutan from establishing direct contact with Nepal and for helping 
India to negotiate with Bhutan, if necessary, on convenient military terms.This incident is 
not of paramount importance in the history of British expansionism in Jndia,but it serves 
the purpose of revealing the functioning of the imperial mind in which the major 
motivations were power and profit. It has broadly true in the larger context of colonial 
politics, but in specific situations as well as this one, the entire contrapuntal are 

harmonized with the diapason cerebral.47 

From the above discussion it becomes clear that the East India Company did not 
have any particular policy of expansion in Darjeeling Himalayan region before 1768, but 
due to the circumstantial events the Company gradually went to adopt a policy of 
imperial expansion in the Terai region of Darjeeling. Before the annexation of Darjeeling 
by the British in 1835 the East India Company had two kinds of interest in the region, in 
the first place a trade route through Sikkim to Tibet and secondly, to connect Nepal and 
Bhutan, Terai became the only region which could make a base for connecting these two 
kingdoms. The forest and reach timber resources did not attract the British so much as it 
is said by some historians and the trade routes which attracted the British towards the 
Terai . .lt was due to the policy of expansion adopted by the British in India was reflected 
in the establishment of a clear cut political boundary in the Himalayan Terai region which 
was completed inl 850. 
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Earthquake, Vulnerability and State: North Bengal in 1897 

Tirthankar Ghosh• 

Abstract: The historical dimensions of the natural disasters or calamities such as - flood. 
earthquake, cyclone, landslide, etc. form one of the important segments of historical 
reconstruction of human past and these issues are also increasingly coming to be recogni=ed. with 
their regional and local variations. Natural disorders not only destroyed lives and property but 
also disturbed the existed norms of the environment ,by which ecological balance could be 
restored The distinctiveness of north Bengal in respect of climate, river-influence, rainfall and 
natural disasters; the behavior of demographic pattern influenced and shaped by the natural 
calamities along with ratio of mortality or birth and death rates during these calamities displayed 
certain peculiarities that assert the necessity of historical analysis of these aspects. Historians 
have, so far, paid little attention to the historical significance of the natural disasters and to the 
effects of disasters upon societies. Coping with the natural disasters of a particular s~ciety 
depends on the nature of state and its success of providing shelter to the distress. In this 
background the present article seeks to draw, from historical standpoint the occurrence and 
consequences of the Earthquake of 1897 which originated in the region of Shillong plateau and 
effected lives and property in northern part of Bengal and the subsequent measures taken by the 
colonial Government during and after the events. 

Keywords: Natural disasters, Vulnerability, Earthquake, North Bengal, Colonial Government. 

Disasters and Vulnerability 

In the 1990s there was increasing emphasis on natural disaster information and 
mitigation and the decade was celebrated as the International Decade for Natural 
Disasters Reduction (IDNDR). The information was technical and initiated the basis for 
major enterprises in building structures designed for seismic safety, slope stability, severe 
storm warning systems, and global monitoring and reporting. 1 On the other hand, the 
historical dimension of natural disasters is no less important in exploring the history and 
legacies of vulnerability and coping of the societies lived under the colonial domination 
and in doing so 'a deeper understanding of the impact of natural disasters upon society 
needs a graded sense of time' .2 
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The western inference on disasters like, abnormal natural events or vulnerable 
population, rests on the postulation of ' a socio-cultural construct reflecting a distinct, 
institution-centred and ethnocentric view of man and nature '3 and this frequently 
demonstrated by the commonly assigned designation of 'topicality' .4 Along with the 
geographical heterogeneity there were differences in demographic structures affected by 
the unequal terms of international trade which made the populations of less developed 
countries more likely to die from hazard in comparison with the more developed 

countries.5 Asian Disaster Reduction Center has compiled the statistics on disaster 
mortality in the recent past which revealed the probability that death caused by natural 
disasters in South Asia was double than the rest of the world (excluding China). 6 

Until the advent of the knowledge of 'vulnerability' to illustrate disasters, there 
was a collection of predominant interpretations which rarely delved into the problem of a 
particular society that produces the experiences through which people encounter dangers. 
One approach was blatantly naturalist (often termed as physicalist), where the entire 
circumstances has been attributed to 'the fierce forces of natur~• or 'nature on the 
rampage', on the other hand, further observations of 'man and nature' confrontation 
intricate a more delicate environmental determinism, in which the perimeters of human 
rationality and resultant confusion of nature stretched to catastrophic errors in our 

interfaces with it.7 But the notion of a society's vulnerability to natural hazard can be 
attributed more than to a region's geographic or climatic tendency to hazard though very 
often the major historical and social dimensions of natural hazards or disasters were 

overlooked in emphasizing disaster prevention through the improving scientific 
applications, engineering remedies and the administrative management of hazard. At the 
same time a group of populations as well as the governments were categorized as liable 
of lacking of adequate knowledge and awareness, which could initiate measures towards 
reducing of risk but failed to do so.8 Vulnerability can be devoted to the errors in 
planning, location, . strategy, and construction of a community's erections and 
organization. R. Chambers (I 989) has argued that vulnerability can be denoted by 
historical developments which dispossess people from the resources of surviving from 
hazard without suffering losses that make them physically weak, economically penurious, 
socially dependent and degraded and psychologically impaired.9 The historical analysis of 
the natural disasters, such as - flood, earthquake, cyclone, drought, landslide, etc. form 
one of the important segments of historical reconstruction of human past and these issues 
are also increasingly coming to be recognized, with their regional and local variations. 
Regional environmental history seems to be a vital inclusion in interpreting the natural or 
ecological issues of a particular region with an in-depth and thorough research since, as 
has been argued by J. Donald Hughes, 'a region, more aptly than a nation, can be defined 
in ecological terms' . 10 
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Colonialism marked a watershed in environmental history of the globe. After the 
fifteenth century the evolving global structure of trade and travel provided the 
backgrounds for a process by which indigenous European ideas about nature were 
gradually transformed and developed through the exhaustive inclusion of 'information, 
impressions and inspiration from the wider world'. In this way the commercial and 
utilitarian purposes of European expansion generated a situation, as argued by Richard 
Grove, in which the tropical environment was increasingly utilized as the symbolic 
location for the idealized landscapes and aspirations of the western imagination.11 

Similarly, for India, as the world ecology has been profoundly changed during the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries by the growth of western capitalism, first through 
trade and later by colonialism, in view of this alteration the ecological transformations in 
India during the colonial period deserve special interest in regard to the intimate 
connection that recent research has made between British imperialism and environmental . 
vulnerability in the colonized countries.12 The western assumption ' to depict large parts 
of the world as dangerous places for us and ours '13 provided a major justification for their 
'civilizing mission' and the process of adaptation for themselves in the 'temperate 
climate' was coupled with 'cultural constraints' and criticism of the oriental society and 
environment. Moreover, colonial rule became the major stricture in measuring the extent 
and complexities of the reasons of vulnerabilities and efficiency in conducting relief 
operations. Recovery from the natural disasters could not only be a matter of 
accumulation of resource or execution of relief but it was more based on the society's 
knowledge and understanding of ·cultural distinctiveness for themselves and the space 
provided by the colonial state to recover the colonized from the given 'marginality' of 
their material and spiritual conditions. 

According to the International Perspectives on Natural Disasters earthquake is 
the result of the continuous cycle of stress accretion and pressure release along faults and 
seismogenic structures in the earth's layer. All parts of the earth's crust are subject to 
compressive (pushing together), tensile (tearing apart), and shearing stresses, which cause 
strain to accumulate gradually over time. Walter Hays argues that when the stress exceeds 
the strength of the rocks, sharp failure occurs, causing in slide or rupture and permanent 
twist along a fault zone and as a result rupture front spreads out from the focus of the 
earthquake (sometimes called the hypocenter) as elastic seismic waves. 14 In disaster 
research though scholars have focused much on the geologic, seismological and 
engineering aspects of the earthquakes, one cannot eschew the utter significance of 
historical developments and sociological magnitudes of a society prone to the earthquake. 
Vulnerability can also be estimated in terms of failure or availability of earthquake 
knowledge and the degree of prevention, mitigation, and preparedness measures that are 
adopted as public policy by the state and prescribed by the community assuming their 
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traditional existence on a particular geographical region shaped and transformed by 

politics, business and 'subjugation ' . The livelihood and survival of the peep.le oflndia in 
the nineteenth century, however, was in provenance and reaction of the changing pattern 
of colonial domination and regulations derived from the administrative rules and laws 

imposed upon them time to time. Thus the present paper seeks to highlight a region ' s 
vulnerability, society and administration comparatively rarely-focused by the scholars in 

their research on 1897 great earthquake of Assam, the most fatal earthquake in the history 

of.nineteenth century colonial India. 

Earthquake of 1897: A Brief Outline 

Himalayan belt is considered as vulnerable to great earthquakes of magnitude 

exceeding 8.0 and during the closing years of the nineteenth century and first half of the 

twentieth century in a short span of about 50 years, four such earthquakes have occurred: 
1897 Assam (M8.7), 1905 Kangra (M8.6), 1934 Bihar-Nepal (M8.4), and 1950 Assam

Tibet (M8.7) 15 .One natural calamity, very often, succeeds by other calamities that 
aggravated the human suffering during these calamitous days. An earthquake which is 

instrumental to the causing of landslips or vice-versa (abrupt reducing of rock or soil

pressure sometime created the condition of earthquake in a local level) or flood , 

accelerated by excessive rainfall, that exposed the occurrence of serious landslips in the 

hilly region, emphasizes the necessity of investigating their influence in the social and 
material life of the inhabitants of the region concerned. The earthquake ·of 12 th June of 

1897, popularly known as Assam Earthquake, had 'three distinct types of wave motion 
having different rates of propagation'; 16 one succeeding the other and the total duration 

was just more than three minutes. Shillong, the summer capital of Berigal until 1874 and 

the capital of Assam thereafter, had to suffer a major setback in its idealistic image of 

pleasant hill-town that provided adequate space for British leisure and amusements was 
shaken by the earthquake beyond repair. 17 R.D. Oldham, the head of the Geological 
Survey of India (GSI) had described: 

'At about quarter past five in the afternoon of the 12th June 1897, there burst 
on the western portion of Assam an earthquake which, for violence and 

extent, has not been surpassed by any of which we have historic record. 
Lasting about two and a half minutes, it had not ceased at Shillong before an 
area of 150,000 square miles had been laid in ruins, all means of 

communication interrupted, the hills rent and cast down in landslips, and the 
plains fissured and riddled with vents, from which sand and water poured out 

in most astounding quantities; and ten minutes had not elapsed from the time 
when Shillong was laid in ruins before about pne and three quarter millions 
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of square miles had felt a shock which was everywhere recognized as one 
quite out of the common.' 18 

The Imperial Gazetteer of India highlighted the damage in the following words: 'Nearly 
all masonry buildings in Gauhati and Sylhet were completely wrecked, and much damage 
was done in Goalpara, Nowgong, and Darrang. Two Europeans and 1,540 natives lost 
their lives, the majority of the latter being killed by landslips in the hills and by the fall ing 

in of river banks in Sylhet. Roads and bridges were destroyed, and the drainage of the 
country was seriously affected by the silting-up of streams and watercourses.' 19 Calcutta 
witnessed the earthquake on a m~or scale but more constructions were ruined there. 

Though the incident had acquired a great place in the newspapers of Assam and 
Calcutta20 but there was hardly any intervention on the part of the colonial state through 
any charitable grant.21 

Several historical and scientific researches on I 897 earthquake have been carried 
out by the historians and social scientists that delve into the aftermath of the disaster in 
the north-eastern part of India, particularly the Assam and Shillong regions; however, 

little importance has been given to the affected areas of north Bengal. So far the available 

documents and information on 1897 earthquake are concerned they overwhelmingly 
concentrate on the Shillong plateau region and statistics or information for northern 
districts of Bengal are not only scarce but could only be obtained in a more scattered 
manner. Perhaps for this reason hardly any attempt has been made by the social scientists 
to find out the extent of destruction and suffering or recuperating of the society of north 
Bengal during and after the earthquake.22 In this background the present article seeks to 
draw from historical standpoint, the occurrence and consequences of the Earthquake of 
1897 which originated in the region of Shillong pleatu and affected lives and property in 

northern part of Bengal and the subsequent measures taken by the colonial Government 
during and after the events. 

Earthquake Society and Hazard: North Bengal in 1897 

The northern part of Bengal during the nineteenth century was comprised of, as 
has been shown by W. W. Hunter in his Statistical Account of several districts of Bengal, 
Koch Behar Division ( comprised of the princely state of Koch Behar and the districts of 
Jalpaiguri and Darjeeling) and Rajshahi Division (including the districts of Rangpur, 
Dinajpur, Maida, Rajshahi, Pabna, Bogra and Murshidabad).23 Along with Assam or its 

neighbouring north eastern states, the districts of northern Bengal v iz. Districts of 
Darjeeling, Rangpur, Pabna, Dinajpur and the Princely State of Cooch Behar had also 

become the victims of the earthquake. Although the earthquake is cal led as Assam 
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Earthquake but large parts of Bengal had also felt the vibrations of the earthquake. C. E. 
Buckland has summed up the devastations caused by the earthquake in Bengal in the 

following manner: 

" ..... an earthquake shock, varying in severity, was felt throughout 
the province of Bengal.. ... The shock was far more severe over a larger area 
than that of any previous earthquake in Bengal of which any authentic record 
exits .. ... It was strongest in the districts of Rajshahi Division, the Kuch 

Bihar State, and the districts of Dacca and Mymensingh. The damage done 
to buildings, roads, and bridges was greatest in Rangpur, which lies on the 

western side of the Brahmaputra, opposite to the Garo Hills, in Kuch Bihar, 

in Mymensingh, south of the Garo Hills, in Bogra, in Dacca, and in 

Dinajpur. Many houses Were damaged, and some destroyed, in Darjeel ing. A 
remarkable feature of the earthquake was the opening of fissures in the 

ground through which water and sand were ejected ..... In the towns of 
Rangpur, Bogra, Pabna, Dinajpur, Murshidabad, Berhampur, Dacca, 

Mymensingh, and Kuch Bihar nearly, all the masonry houses suffered; while 

. . .. in Maida a considerable proportion of the larger buildings were 

damaged ....... Heavy damage was done to the permanent-way, bridges and 
buildings on the Eastern Bengal State Railway, the Assam-Bengal Railway 

and the Kuch Bihar State Railway. The head-quarters of Government, which 
at the time were at Darjeeling, were for 3 days cut off from postal 
communication, and regular passenger traffic was suspended on the northern 
section of Eastern Bengal State Railway for a fortr.ight.. .... In Kuch Bihar 

the earthquake was very severely felt, and caused most serious damage to the 
Maharaja's palace, the state buildings generally, the·State Railway and roads 

·and bridges, the total loss being estimated at over 15 lakhs. 24 

Though the District of Darjeeling did not have to witness of becoming an 

epicenter of any major seismic activity but the district had felt the presence of earthquake, 

originated in north-east India, since 1842 and several shocks were felt between March 

and October in the year 1863. The District was affected by a major earthquake which 
occurred in the north-east on 12th June, 1897. Geologically the District of Darjeel ing was 
comprised of unaltered sedimentary rocks, rested to the hills on the south, and various 
forms of metamorphic rocks over the rest of the area. The hilly parts of the district were 
consisted of soft rocks such as schists, shales, and clays or thick layers of soil and 

weathered rocks on steep slopes.25Darjeeling had to face 'a good deal of destruction' of 
the buildings 'which being heavy, .stone-built structures, ...... oscillated out of their 
centres and flattened out like a pack of cards; while the lighter, wooden structures 
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faulted area between the two branches of the Kagjhora in Darjeeling.33 In recent time, a 

large amount of landslides have occurred due· to the over exercise on natur~ by human 
being and thus, 'there has been a rapid acceleration of landslide phenomena over this 
region due to anthropogenic abuse like unscientific settlement construction, severe 

deforestation, overloaded cargo (more than 80 ton trucks etc.) induced tremor, poor 
maintenance of tea garden areas, dumping of garbage behind the settled buildings, poor 

or non-maintenance of community drains etc .. 34 

H. H. Hayden, the Assistar:it Superintendent of Geological Survey of India has 

reported the damages in north Bengal caused by the earthquake of which Darjeeling 

occupied an overwhelming section, in comparison with the other districts of north 

Bengal. His account recorded the damages occurred at Tindharia railway station and its 
surrounding parts, at the Darjeelin·g town and its other adjoining areas.· He noted - "Here 

the most striking effects of the' earthquakes [were] seen in the large number of chimneys 
which have fallen. Many houses, . . ... [had] been badly damaged by the falling in of the 
great heavy chimney stacks which crashed through the roof, breaking everything before 

them ...... In the old Bhutia Cemetery, .... . several old tombs were partially thrown 

down."35 

The Princely State of Cooch Behar had to suffer loss in its property in Darjeeling 

and the cost of which was amounted to Rs. 2½ lakhs, while for Cooch Behar zamindaries 
in the State, it was Rs. 18, 000 and in Calcutta it was Rs. 7, 000.36 The Annual 
Administration Report (I 897-98) has summed up the severity of the earthquake in 

following manner: 

"The state was visited by a terrible earth-quake on the 12 th of June 1897. 

There were three distinct shocks, one succeeding the other, coming from 
the nort-east, the whole lasting for a little over three minutes .... The earth 

was fissured, sand and water spouting out from the fissures. The earth 

sank in places, while beds of rivers ... were upheaved . Your Highness ' 

Palace, other state buildings, roads, bridges ... suffered very serious 

damage. The damage in the State alone has been estimated to be about Rs . 
17, 93 , 847 .... There were also some petty losses in cattle, crops and 

cuter.a houses .... [and] small loss of life (8 only having been killed) is a 

noteworthy fact. "37 

However, the cost of damage varied widely as estimated from different accounts. Calica 
Doss Dutt, the then Dewan of the State of Kuch Bihar has recorded that: 

"There was not much loss of human life, the victims having been eight in 
number only, and that being confined to the town of Cooch Behar .... But 
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loss to property was enonnous. All the pucca buildings were more or less 

severely injured, roads were badly fissured, bridges damaged, and drain and 

wells choked and filled up. The damages done to the palace and the public 
buildings in the town amounted to about ten lacs of rupees, and that to 
private buildings, about seventy five thousand ..... Successive shocks were 

felt throughout the night and even afterwards, all through the year at 

intervals. Springs of hot water with sands issued from many of the fissures; 

and at places ashes and cinders were thrown out. The beds of marshes and 
beels were upheaved, and many fisheries became dry."38 

T. D. LaTauche, Superintendent, Geological Survey of India, has recorded that "Several 

high bunds which ran due north from the bazar to the road connecting Dhubri with Kuch 

Bihar have been fissured transversely at intervals of a few feet, and settled down 

considerably."39 Considerable damage and destruction of bridges were observed in the 

different parts of Princely State of Cooch Behar and adjacent regions. 

"Near Shampur, .. . the hexagonal brick piers of one of the bridges have 

been broken through horizontally and the upper portion has shifted 

slightly ....... The same effect is seen in numerous places between 

Rangpur and Kuch Bihar, where bridges of small span cross canals or 

swamps .... In the neighborhood of Dewan Hat, however, the line has 

suffered severely, and the bridges, particularly that over the Manshai 

River, have been broken ...... At about seven miles south of Kuch Bihar, a 

small bridge passing over a water channel in swampy land has been 
damaged by the thrusting-up of the central pier.',4o 

The banks of river Torsa had been much cut up by fissures on both sides and had in many 

places caved in.41 The shock of earthquake did not end on the It" June; however, several 

waves of after-shock were felt in later time which had extended even in the month of 
July.42 

The district of Jalpaiguri was also suffered from this earthquake. In Jalpaiguri 

much damage was done to the roads by collapsing and by the opening of deep fissures, 

and many bridges were destroyed.43 At Raninagar the earth was much fissured and these 
fissures were three hundred yards long stretched parallel to the rai lways which were often 

dislocated.44 H. H. Hayden has further recorded that -

"At Haldibari railway station the permanent way and platform were 

cut up by fissures running north and south and a large portion of platform 
was subsided .... there [were]. ..... circular holes from which, ... sand and 
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water were ejected during the earthquake. In some cases the displacing force 

has been sufficient to break the solid steel rails, but, more frequently, 
fracture has taken place at the junction of the rails, the fish-plates being 
broken and bolts tum out. At about half way between Haldibari and 
Mandalghat four telegraph posts have fallen .... At Jalpaiguri ..... a two 
storied brick building, was ... badly cracked ..... . At Belakoba railway station 
house [was] cracked at its north-east comer .. .'45 

In Dinajpur the earthquake caused considerable damage to masonry buildings and 
created panic among the inhabitants of the town.46 The Rajbari of Dinajpur suffered most 

of all and parts of it had to be rebuilt. The pukka houses in the town belonged to several 
zamindars were also seriously injured and the walls of the Judge's and Collector's houses 
were cracked.4 7 ln Rajshahi district the shock was severe, especially on the eastern side, 
but the loss of life was comparatively small, though four deaths were reported from 
Nator, two from Naogaon, and nine from Rampur Boalia.48 In the district town of 

Rajshahi Government buildings, the Judge's Court house, the Collectorate, the record
room, the Circuit house, the police barracks and subsidiary buildings, the post office, the 
educational buildings and the Para Kothi at Rampur Boalia were all more or less 
damaged.49 The zamindars suffered seriously and the greatest loss fell upon the leading 

families resided at Nator, Dighapatia, and Puthia. Earth fissures occurred throughout the 
district, and the roads were badly cracked in places and moreover, large railway bridges 
over Atrai and Baral were much damaged, and many of the small bridges and culverts 
had to suffer loss.50 H. H. Hayden, Assistant Superintendent, Geological Survey of India 
has reported that " .. .. the Atrai river fissures were seen for the first time; here they run 
almost due east and west, parallel to the banks of the river, and continue for several 
hundred yards with a breadth of ( on an average) 6 to 8 inches."51 

Among the earthquake affected districts of north Bengal, Rangpur was one of 
such districts which had fallen under severe destruction. H. H. Hayden has asserted that 
'·Of all the places visited my me, Rangpur was undoubtedly that which had suffered the 
most damage ... . almost every brick building was irretrievably damaged, while several 
were almost completely overthrown .... the Raja of Dimla·s house, ... was almost 
completely surrounded by tanks and consequently suffered very badly .... In the cemetery 
at Rangpur two sim ilar monuments were partially overthrown."52The shocks started at 
5.1 S p. m. on 12th June and lasted for about five minutes. 

"The crust of the earth was rent into great yawing fissures, east to west in 

direction, from which torrents of sand and water poured over the 
surrounding country. The same phenomenon was observed in rivers, tanks 

and wells. In many places there were explosions leaving cavities in the 
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ground 4 or 5 feet in diameter, from which there was a similar d ischarge 
of sand and water. A great shrinkage of water and an accession of sand in 

khals, canals, streams, tanks, and wells was observed immediately after 
the earthquake. Large tracts of cultivated land were covered with a thick 
layer of sand, causing much damage to standing crops and rendering many 
lands unculturable."53 

The earthquake resulted in interruption of all communications and sharp rise in the prices 
of food-stuffs and necessaries in the District of Rangpur. The cost of damage amounted to 
over 30 lakhs of rupees. The earthquake produced great changes in the drainage of the 
country caused simultaneously by the upheaval in many streams and river beds and 

contraction by the slipping of their banks. In the process of upheaval in the rivers the 
district in many places appeared to have been a cup-sh&ped formation and as a result 

there did not remain any considerable outlet for accumulated rainfall which contributed to 
the conversion of large areas of cultivable land into bhils.54 The loss of life, confined 
chiefly to Rangpur town, was rather small due to the fact that almost entire population of 
the district lived in thatched bamboo houses. Oldham has argued that though in Ranpur a 

number of small aftershocks were felt but those were 'not recorded at the neighbouring 

stations from which regular returns were beings received ' .55 

The District of Pabna was also seriously visited by the earthquake. At Sirajganj 
the upper storey of the sub-divisional office, the jail and the post-office were exhausted 

and almost every other masonry buildings were severely shaken or damaged.56The court 
houses and other brick buildings were damaged in Pabna and in the interior of the district 
fissures opened in the earth and many wells were clogged with sand and silt.57 

Earthquake and Colonial Policy in 1897 and after: Some Observations 

The earthquake of I 897, once again, contributed to the generation and collection 
of information and knowledge on the part of the Government. The Geological Survey of 
India was at the crucial stage of its performance as the situation sought for a greater 
undertaking of knowledge and its implications. This was a time when the science of 
seismology was passing from a pre-instrumental period to seismograph but a standard 

universal scale of earthquake measurement was still awaited. The colonial government 
not only lacked resources and experiences to deal with such a devastating earthquake but 
the idea of state intervention to rescue affected population from disaster was yet to be part 
of the narrative of governance.58 Moreover, 'compatibility' between private and social 
aims had been considered as the defining factor for the effectiveness of the state 
intervention that absolutely was depended on the very question of 'state's legitimacy', as 
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the modem researches have prescribed.59The disputed property rights had often become a 
matter of great complexities to run the relief operation by the state since the victims did 
not agree, as it is argued, on the plans taken up for the amelioration of the prevailing 
conditions.60 The contested terrain of economic and social interests of the victims, both 
Indian and European, had no doubt, derived from the discourse of ' rights' and 'power' 
which was manifold and controlled and manipulated in a colonial atmosphere. Relief 
operation was not, however, always entirely a matter of charity or to dispense 
humanitarian responsibility but, very often, was unfolded with an overt agenda for 
rescuing 'ourselves' amidst from the disasters which not only serve, for several times, the 
justification of governance for the Indians but set a trend of British 'efficiency', not 
common in pre-British period, to deal with such unpredictable natural disaster, though 
failed in_many respect in several occasions, sometimes even offered hardly any scope to 

provide recovery settlements. 

Deepak Kumar has put emphasis on the ' economic compulsions' behind . the 

establishment of Geological Survey of India and comments that "[Thomas Oldham, father 
of R. D. Oldham] himself recognised that the original reason for his appointment was the 

study of the coal resources of India.H61 i he first geological map was prepared by G. B. 
Greenough in 1853 without visited the country even once.62However, Richard. D. 
Oldham (1858-1 936), wrote accounts of four major Indian earthquakes - 1819, 1869, 

1881 and 1897; and these accounts established a template for the study of earthquakes 
that occurred in Indian subcontinent subsequently.63 Oldham clearly recognized the value 
of surface deformation as a quantitative measure of what happens in an earthquake, but 
the analytical tools to interpret these data were not to emerge for a further half century.64 

The Report of Oldham recorded the damage caused to the cemetery made for the 
Europeans. This evidently reflected the British concerns for their even very minor 

belongings in India which was no less important than the death toll resulted in the 
disasters. Since the disasters did not show any mercy to the 'racially superior' British, so 
they had to confront the 'equal fate' along with their Indian counterpart. The disruption in 
communication caused by the fissures appeared in road and broken railway tracks 
hindered the colonial endeavours of relief strategies made for the affected areas. The 
large scale deforestation of land and changing pattern of dwelling areas during the 
colonial period aggravated the intensity of the disasters. Preparedness for the disasters 
and state capacity to deal with this unusual responses of nature was attributed to the 
knowledge patterns acquired ' in the past on how events were explained, how social 
cooperation formed or fell apart, and how states were cunstituted' which undoubtedly 
disclosed the fact ' that the state engaged in this activity late, and with variable success.65 
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Earthquake engineering progresses commenced relatively early in India. 

Development of the first seismic zone map and of the earthquake resistant features for 

masonry buildings took place in I 930's, and formal teaching and research in earthquake 
engineering started in late I 950's.66 However, the recent researches have modified the 

earlier versions which considered the earthquake of I 897 as the Hima layan eaithquake. 

Seismologists have argued that the 1897 earthquake was a 'shield earthquake like that of 

the 1819 great Kutch earthquake ...... or the 2001 Bhuj earthquake .. .. in Western 

India ...... The 1897 event [was] also a shie ld earthquake, the present broadband seismic 

data and the GPS data do not support it to be a Himalayan earthquake as was proposed 

earlier. ' 67 

While the hill stations (like Darjeeling and Shi llong) of British India were 

regarded by the western observers as 'an island of Victorian values and symbols without 

a cl ientele'68 but the imperial design behind the construction of sanatoriums or health

places in colonia l India invites the scope for historical scrutiny of the colonial objective 

on the discourses of imperial practices which reinforced the distinction of this British 

enclave not only as a suitable place for colonial administrators, but also on the basis of a 

racial and spatial categorization that represented the sense of British superiority and 

difference spawned up from the fear of being degenerated.69 Apart from this, the disasters 

provided a major psychological setback to the British perception of colon ial amenities 

which were derived from the 'sites of colonial leisure and recreation; temperate places 

that represented socially, culturally and architecturally, derivations of metropolitan and 

imperial symbols of leisure ' and in addition with an aim of its incorporation into the 
colonial economy.70 Thus, natural disasters in the colonies occupied special consideration 

by the colonial administrators in respect to the exceptional characteristics of the disasters 

in their eyes because Europeans had also inhabited the same places where the Indians 

lived. It is most striking that the absence of any relief measure in the earthquake of 1897, 

not only in Bengal but in all the regions affected by the earthquake. However, colonial 

initiatives during the later earthquakes appeared to have been more crucial , though 

unknown in previous cases, because of their influence in society and if more broadly 

speaking for the ideologies that the enterprises revealed the colonial supremacy, in a 

different manner. 
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Bengal in the Colonial Period 
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Abstract: Malaria, a life taking disease, frequently used to visit and revisit North Bengal eve1y year. fl 

was one of the oldest diseases of Bengal. ft not only took lives of numerous people but the disease also 
had left enormous impact on social and economic field of North Bengal during the colonial period This 

paper would focus on certain areas like agriculture and industry which were affected by the recurring 
occurrence of malaria in Northern part of Bengal. It would also bring to light the impact of malaria on 

the general people, individual, family and society as a whole. The failure of the formulation and 
application of health policy was also viewed from recurring occurrence of malaria followed by 
dreadful death rate throughout North Bengal. The present study also makes an attempt to find out the 
causes of the disease in North Bengal, especially the immediate causes that contributed towards the 
outburst of the disease. There are several works on malaria in different parts of India but the study of 
history of malaria in North Bengal remains unexplored So this paper would try to fill that gap in the 
medicinal history of North Bengal. 

Key Words: Malaria, North Bengal, Society, Economy, People 

North Bengal, a significant part of Bengal, has not mapped out by its name, but it is still 
recognized in India and the world as well due to its distinguishing features. North Bengal is 
placed in the northern part of Bengal. It is an area where changes have made in different period 
and at different phases of its history. It had altered its physical features various times due to 
political shifts and natural changes. Diverse inclusions and exclusions of areas were made in 
North Bengal. Upto 1947 North Bengal was composed of the districts of Rajshahi Division i.e 
Rajshahi, Dinajpur, Jalpaiguri, Darjeeling, Rangpur, Bogra, Pabna, Maida and the princely state 
Cooch Behar. Legendary historian Akshay Kumar Maitreya had specified a different outline of 
North Bengal consisting of the areas of Rajshahi, Dinajpur, Jalpaiguri, Rangpur, Bogra, Pabna, 

Malda and the princely state of Cooch Behar 1• 

The 1980s opened a new horizon in the arena of history writing. Historical researches had been 
started to unearth the history of healthcare, disease and medicine in India. From time 
immemorial India had rich tradition of medicinal history. fts importance from the point of view 
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of society and culture can not be unobserved. Various works have come out under the umbrella 
of the history of medicine and health care focusing on the history of diseases, public health 
issues, health care for women and children, mental illness, clinical christianity etc. 

There are some scholarly discourses on malaria. David Arnold has analyzed in detail the causes 
and a consequence of the outbreak of the malarial fever in Bengal. Ira Klein has also enriched 
our knowledge about malaria and mortality in Bengal through his work on the field. 3 Besides, 
Poonam Bala in her book "Imperialism and Medicine in Bengal" analyses the socio-historical 
development of the medical profession and its interaction with the ruling ideology during 
British India. 4 Kavita Roy's book is an attempt to study the public health policy of the 
Government and social reaction to it. 5 Anil Kumar has taken an attempt in exploring how the 
new medical system made its way through new educational policies and institutions, how it 
gradually professionalized itself through dispensaries and service centers like the Indian 
Medical Service and how and to what extent medical researches were carried out. 6 The book 
of Mark Harrison is an attempt to analyse the development of public health in British India 
along with its social and political significance. 7 Mark Harrison and Biswamoy Pati have 
elucidated the important boundary between health and emrire. 8 

All these works are important and well-informed analysis of the history of malaria in Bengal 
and India as well. But a comprehensive account on malaria in North Bengal still remains a 
problem which needs to be explored. Malaria, a life taking disease, frequently used to visit and 
revisit North Bengal every year. It was one of the oldest diseases of Bengal. The condition of 
temperature, wind, rainfall, light, soil, course of river, silt of river bed were the indispensable 
climatic factors for the outbreak of malaria throughout North Bengal. Apart from man made 
reasons like construction of embankment, railways, drains, canals, changes in the crop pattern, 
malaria also occurred due to the disposition of nature and natural calamities. It not only took 
lives of numerous people but the disease also had left enormous impact on social and economic 
field of North Bengal during the colonial period. This paper would focus on certain areas like 
agriculture and industry which were affected by the recurri,ng occurrence of malaria in Northern 
part of Bengal. It would also bring to light the impact of malaria on the general people, 
individual, family and society as a whole. The failure of the formulation and application of 
health policy was also viewed from recurring occurrence of malaria followed by horrendous 
death rate throughout North Bengal. The present study makes an attempt to find out the causes 
of the disease in North Bengal, especially the immediate causes that contributed towards the 
outburst of the disease. 

North Bengal or the Rajshahi Division of Bengal before 1947 was enormously unhealthy 
and the municipalities along with the district boards were in distress due to severe 
financial crisis. Thus the limitation of funds thwarted the flow of initiating outsized 
programmes of sanitation and health care. Pure qualit:1 of drinking water was key 
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necessity of life. But the public bodies had not adequate resources to distribute pure 
drinking water to the village people. Many rivers had silted up and formed dormant pools 
of water. Those pools were regularly used for sopping jute, washing catt le, clothes and 
utensils and for drinking also. There was an unhealthy environment causing various 
diseases in North Bengal. The death rate was abnormal in certain areas.9 

In North Bengal the number of deaths from diverse diseases was 171664 in 1885 or at the 
rate of 22.19 per I 000 people. From the subsequent statistical data of the seven districts 
of North Bengal the intensity of death rate of people can be vividly visualized. 10 

Mortality in the seven districts of North Bengal in the year 1886 (Ratio per mille) 

Jalpaiguri 31.01 

Pabna 27.68 

Rangpur 27.12 

Rajshahi 24.86 

Dinajpur 23.92 

Bogra 22.21 

Darjeeling 16.35 

Source: Nineteenth Annual Report of the Sanitary Commissioner for Bengal for the year 
}886. I I 

Fever scored the highest rank among various diseases that used to occur at that period. A 
report of the Eden Sanitarium, Darjeeling of 1890 showed that 25% of the total number of 
patients admitted there were suffering from malarial fever. 

Annual return of patients treated in Eden Sanitarium during the year 1890 

Names of diseases Male Female Children Total Cured Relieved Died 

Dysentery 2 I 3 6 4 - 2 

Malarial fever 55 11 9 75 72 2 I 

Debility 21 23 8 52 48 4 -

Syphilis 8 - - 8 5 3 -

Gonorrhoea etc. 7 - - 7 5 2 I 
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Source: Report on the working of the Eden Sanitorium, Darjeeling during the year 1890. 
12 

But among 338 people, who were suffering from malaria, did not belong to North Bengal 
alone. Among them 183 people were from Calcutta, 105 from Darjeeling , 4 from 
Sikkim, 9 from Jalpaiguri, 3 from Krishnanagar, 3 from Cooch Behar, 4 from Burdwan, 
12 from Howrah and 2 from Dacca. 13 Thus fever was an extensively dispersed disease of 
Bengal as a whole. 

Though the malarial fever used to attack the people irrespective of their economic status 
but the large number of people who died suffering from malaria belonged to the poorer 
classes of village of areas North Bengal. Numerous people lost their lives due to scarcity 
of proper food. The utmost mortality among the poor was mainly due to their larger 
number, their incapability to temporarily move to safer places and their help lessness to 
bear the burden of medicines and diet during their ailments. 

Comparative mortality from fever in the urban and rural circles 

l)eaths From fe\·er in Ratio per l000 ~ population 

Circle 1888 1887 1883 1878 1888 1887 1883 1878 
' 

to to to to 

1887 1887 1887 1887 

Urban 24836 25195 30669 35266 10.40 110.45 12.72 14.63 

Rural 1067266 1062573 982772 864015 16.76 16.66 15.44 13.57 

Source: Twenty-first Annual Report of the Sanitary Commissioner for Bengal for the year 
1888, by W H Gregg. 14 

From the above chart it is easy to understand that the negative effects of fever were not so 
much in dangerous form in urban areas but were rife in villages. Reports of the year 1889 
also exhibited the fact that the devastation of fever was inexorable. During 1889, 589252 
males and 512269 females or a total of 1101521 persons died suffering from fever . The 
death rate was higher in a number of districts like Jalpaiguri (28.18), Dinajpur (25.74), 
Darjeeling (24.93), Rajshahi (22.74), Rangpur (22.07) and Maida (21.20). 15 
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The Defective Malaria Policy : 

The eruption of diseases followed by unusual death rate appeared as a result of the faulty 
health pol icy of the Government. Particularly the malaria policy of the Government was 
almost imperfect and created many redundant complications and unhealthiness. The 
excessive neglect, lack of concern and defective policy of the Government was 
completely responsible for the spreading of malaria in every year all over North 
Bengal. 16The people of North Bengal were suffering from unnatural shortage of quinine. 
The poor patients of rural North Bengal were facing difficulties in buying expensive 
quinine. Under pressure even the Government confessed at times that the amount of 
quinine dispatched to different dispensaries was not sufficient to accommodate their 
requirements. 17Though fever was spread like wild fire e\'ery where, there was want of 
proper satisfactory arrangement for the systematic distr ibution of quinine. When the 
packets of quinine entered the post office the shop owners immediately took control of 
that and sold it at a high price and often in a stained form for their own profit. 18 

Consequently the huge number of malaria patients had no other way but to accumulate 
the anti-malaria medicines from outside at expensive rate. The problem became thus too 
grave that the shop keepers created an artificial crisis of quinine and they demanded sky
scraping prices for it. 19 The price of quinine became very much costly and the general 
people had not the capacity to buy that. 20 By making an unwise plan with the Kina 
Bureau, an influential Dutch concern, a controller of the world price of quinine the British 
Government deliberately made the price of quinine high.2' Due to the extreme crisis and 
enormous demand for quinine, the Government started a quinine Rationing Scheme in 
1943. But unfortunately the medical practitioners of the rural areas had to face numerous 
tribulations and prob.lems to collect quinine instead of the initiation of the above scheme. 
The dearth of quinine also resulted in outbreak of malaria in a virulent form in villages. It 
was also found that the people who were treated with quinine at the beginning acted as 
messengers of malaria and spread the germs to others. 

The deficiency of quinine was also evident from the song of a folk poet. He sang

Malariae ektire sishu 

Prane bujhi mare, 

Bangladeshe quinine nai bhai, 

Daktar ki kare? 

Its meaning was that the children were dying due to malaria. In Bengal quinine was 
unavailable and then what were the roles played by the do~tors? 22 

But the original picture was that the insufficiency of quinine was simulated . By 
manufacturing an abnormal crisis of deficit of quinine the government was eager to 
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launch mepacrine as a precautionary medicine for fever and restore it instead of quinine 
among the people of North Bengal. The British Government used to distribute Quinine to 
different medical shops only when they came to know that those shops had adequate 
storage of mepacrine. But the physicians of Bengal expressed their firm reluctance to 
accept and prescribe mepacrine as an ideal alternative for quinine.23 

As usual medicines were not avai lable during the famine affected areas of Dinajpur of 
North Bengal. Malaria and dysentery took a dangerous form there. The deceased persons 
also suffered from sufficient quantity of food. The Bengal Relief Committee distributed 
milk, biscuit, medicines and many other essential materials for daily use to the famine 
affected persons.24 

Malaria and the Destruction of Family : 

The outbreak of diverse diseases and the unresponsiveness of the Government towards 

the patients in several cases resulted in losses to the individual, the family, society and 
even to the community. The districts of North Bengal suffered from malaria throughout 
the year. The disease not only deserted the affected areas, but also left a worse effect on 
family also. The peasants started to flee from the vi llages leaving their houses and fields 
dreaded by malaria and became land less labourers. It affected the structure of society 
also. Families began to break due to poverty and the joint family structure was crushed in 
different areas. As a result fragmentation of lands also initiated. Poverty and 
unemployment ruined the ethical qualities of people. In the tea gardens of the Duars 
among the female labourers the instances of abortions occurred more due to the severity 
of malarial fever. 

ln regard to malaria mortality about 40% occurred among adults and about 60%among 
the .children under 15 years of age almost every year. Thus it brought complete 
de;truction to the families.25 Regular attacks of malaria in the childhood weakened 
themselves completely when they grew up. It was a grave loss to the society and nation at 
a large, because they were the future makers of the country. 

Malaria and the Financial Catastrophe: 
' 

The repeated attacks of malaria left the government with severe monetary losses. The 

medical expenditure includeci'the cost of expenses like hospital charges, doctors' charges, 
nursing, medicines, the cost of sick leave, the loss of wages during the illness etc. The tea 
estates of North Bengal also had to undergone heavy economic crisis followed by 
malaria. In those tea gardens local labourers were not adequately available and thus 
labourers were collected from far-off areas like Bihar, Santhal Parganas, Chaibasha etc. 
But malaria raged in the tea gardens of North Bengal especially in the Dooars . 
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Consequently the labourers, the newcomers in the region , became afraid of malaria and 
could not want to establish their permanent residences there. Hence many of the 
labourers used to roam throughout the year from one garden to another and they also had 
to die due to malaria. Thus the tea garden owners had to employ fresh set of labourers 
and the system went on all over the year.26 It resulted in a profound fiscal trouble on the 

planters. 27 

Due to malaria the labourers in the tea gardens of Western Duars were not present in the 
plucking time, at a time when they were most needed. The absence of the labourers in the 
plucking season was a source of direct financial loss to the gardens. Not more than 65% 
of the total labour force were available in the plucking season, and the rest used to depart 

due to malaria sickness. 28 

In 1908 Bentley had stated that in a tea garden of North Bengal where 1350 people used 
to work, an average of some 50 to 70 women among them visited hospitals on every day 
during the rainy season due to fever of their children.29 Again a large number of women 
labourers who regularly performed their duties during the winter, but became absent in 
the plucking season. As their- children suffered intensely from malaria and the infants 

needed proper nursing, the mothers could not go to their work for that. 30 

Rice had given a statistical data which avowed that about 4% of the working days were 
washed out due to malaria among the workers in the tea plantations of North Bengal. If a 
garden labourer worked about 300 days in a year, he would absent for atleast 12 days 
from his working place for the suffering of malaria. The loss was about two days per 
person every year.31 Sometimes malaria resulted a loss of one week or more. 32 

The disease especially malaria lost the working ability and efficiency of the workers for 
an indefinite period. Thus the financial loss was inaccountable. The economic loss could 
be compensated by the Government in initiating adequate scientific anti-malaria 
measures. For an example, the United Fruit Company, functioning in highly malarious 
region in the Gulf of Mexico, experienced a heavy increase in production as the health of 
the workers of the area was improved. 33 But in North Bengal that kind of initiative was 
hardly found among the activities of the British Government. 

Blow on Agriculture : 

As North Bengal was an agricultural belt, the outburst of malaria a lso affected the 
agricultural community. The farmers suffered heavily from malarial fever. Some areas of 
North Bengal like Pabna and Maida, which were previously healthier areas were found 
malarious afterwards.34 Again malaria generally occurred in the harvesting months and it 
resulted in the reduction of labourer' s income from land. Consequently the labourers 
became indebted and were involved in court cases by losing their houses and lands. The 
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farmers who used to die due to malarial attack mostly belonged to poorer classes. The 
death of a farmer in a house meant the total destruction of the family. Agriculture was so 
much affected by the ravages of malaria that in the seventies of the 19th century the 
demand of land was abnormally dropped down. 35 

In Maida the decade from 1901 was almost healthy except for the prevalence of fever 
during the years 1905, 1906 and 1907. The deaths per mile from fevers during those years 

were 34.64, 34.47 and 34.77 respectively. As a result price of every commodity, rose high 

in those years. Due to heavy mortality there was shortage of production of bhadoi and 
robi crops and there was also insufficiency of mango . Thus due to fever the agricultural 
economy of Maida faced a big jerk. 36 

Mc Combie Young stated that there was a high mortality among the workers who were 

engaged in constructing a branch of the Eastern Bengal State Railway through the Maida 

district of North Bengal in 1903-1907. 37 During the creation of the line between 
Kishanganj and Siliguri a large number of labourers became seriously ill due to malaria. 
38 

The Government also had to bear a heavy financial burden due to diseases particularly 
malaria in the form of medical leave, medical allowances etc. People stationed at 

malarious areas had to be given special allowances and leave to regain their health. In 
1877, in Dinajpur district, among 17 adult Europeans, 15 left the area due to repeated 
attack of fever and as a result official work was disturbed.39 

Conclusion: 

Thus malaria had left a far reaching impact on the social and economic arena of North 

Bengal in the colonial period. By the frequent occurrence of the disease the population of 
the region was steadily decreasing. Thus David Arnold wrote that •in one district the 

spectacle of whole villages depopulated by a brooding mortality was almost universal and 
the ruined houses and abandoned sites were everywhere visible. ' 40 The effects of fever 
were so extensive that the 'sickly physique' had become the ' ordinary physique' .41 The 
high mortality rate not only resulted in the demolition of l~e fam ilies but also immensely 
destructed the economy of North Bengal. 
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Emergence of Social History writing: Approaches and 
Interpretations 
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Abstract: Modern historiography observed a continuous change in the domain of thinking and 
creative activity of the historians. Social history has emerged as a new trend of historical thinking. 
The first half of the twentieth century witnessed many theories and writings on social h'tstory as a 
rising phenomena. The period of emergence of social history can· be dated back to the s'econd half 
of the twentieth century. As a specific academic area, social history is quite new as it was not been 
treated as a specialized academic field until the 1950s. Essentiality of interdisciplinary social 
history gradually arose. One of the significant features of the new social history is its concern with 
common men and common experiences - the business of everyday life. The approach and nature of 
writing social history creates much controversy and various differences of opinions among the 
specialists. 

Keywords: Social history, History from below, English Social Histo1y, British social historians, 
interdisciplinary social history, Annales school, Past and Present. 

( 1 ) 

History is the attempt made by scholars through centuries to reconstruct, describe and 

interpret their own past. As a disciplin~, history is tremendous rich, varied and 

heterogeneous. It is the subject which has the human spirit for its object. Ever since its 

elevation to the status of a discipline and the emergence of a hierarchically organized 

profession, history has been very largely concerned with the problems of its own making. 

It can be said, the past will n"ver change, but the ways we think about it have never 

stopped changing either. P!ist can be treated in particular ways. Sometimes historians 

focused on the lives and accomplishments of Great Men and at other times stud ied the 

personal thoughts of obscure people. Modern historiography noticed a continuous change 

in the field of thinking and creative activity of the historians. Social history has emerged 

as a new trend of historical thinking. 

• Associate Professor, Department of History, Vidyasagar University 
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(2) 

The period of emergence of social history can be dated back to the second half of the 
twentieth century. But as a specific academic area, social history is quite new as it was 
not been treated as a specialized academic field until the 1950s. In the writings of 
eighteenth-century thinkers various aspects of social history thinking were revealed. 
Montesquieu's Spirit of Laws, Adam Ferguson's Essay on the History of Civil Society, 
John Millar's Observations on the Distinction of Ranks in Society and Adam Smith's 

Wealth of Nations were all concerned with 'the philosophy of society'. The authors 
discussed economic and social systems, such as the 'feudal system' in medieval Europe or 
the mercantile system ( contrasted with the ' system of agriculture' ) in the work of Smith. 

1 

Scho lars, who were less concerned with theory, started to tum from the 

traditional subject-matter of history, politics and war, to the study of social history, in the 
sense of developments in commerce, arts, law, customs and 'manners'.2 Vo_ltaire's Essay 
on Manners dealt with social life in Europe from the time of Charlemagne. Edward 
Gibbon's famous Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire was a social as well as a political 

history. 

Leopold Von Ranke did not reject social history outright, but his books were 
generally focused on the state.3 In the late I 880s, James E. Thorold Rogers, the then 

Professor of political economy at Oxford and of economic science and statistics at King's 
College, London, began his lecture 'The economic interpretation of history' by lamenting 
that,' .. . records as illustrate social life and the distribution of wealth at different epochs 

of the history of mankind, have been habitually neglected' . This 'neglect' as he saw it, 

rendered 'history inaccurate or at least imperfect.'4 

Essentiality of interdisciplinary social history gradually arose. There were 

important works dealing with labour history, focused on the life of the poor. Arnold 
Toynbee' s lectures on the Industrial Revolution in England, published posthumously in 

1884, focused attention on the social consequences of industrialization on the towns and 
on the enclosures in the country side.5 His efforts of projecting the harsh effects of 
industrialization on the lower classes were continued by John Lawrence Hammond and 
Barbara Hammond in their pioneering studies: The Village Labourer, The Town Labourer 
and The Skilled Labourer. These were all attempts to study the Industrial Revolution in 
terms of its impact on the working classes. The Village Labourer showed the darker side 
of industrialization as the old social networks was based on manual production. Village 

life gave way to the impersonal and economic calculation of the factory and city life. It is 

a concentrated and impassioned study of the effects of parliamentary enclosure on the 
rural proletariat.6 Elie Halevy's masterly treatment of most departments of English life in 
The History of The English People in the Nineteenth Century in 1815 is another important 
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effort in social history. It is considered as one of the most influential studic of modern 
English social history. The writings of R.H. Tawney Sidney and Beatrice Webb ileen 
Power and H.N. Brailsford shaped the continuing identity of this branch of history. 
G.D.H. Cole and Raymond Postgate's The Common People is an important work in the 
direction. The works of these authors are primarily concerned with the condition and 
movements of the lower classes and the commoners.7 

For a long time, the work of social historians appeared unprofessional when 

compared with that of Rankean historians of the state. Social history ' is really too 
precise a term for what was still treated in practice as a residual category. Political hist01y 

was regarded at least within the profession, as more real or more serious than the tudy 

of society or culture.8 T. B. Macaulay wrote his famous third chapter on society in the late 

seventeenth century in his Victorian classic book History of England ( 1848). It was 
criticized by a contemporary reviewer, as an 'ol.d curiosity shop because the different 
topics - roads, marriage, and newspapers and so on were fol lowed one after another in no 
apparent order.9 Some scholars rejected social history becau e it could not be stud ied 
' scientifically' .10 

(3) 

The first half of the twentieth century witnessed many theories and writings on social 

history as rising phenomena. Some writing of social history with different approaches can 
be discussed here. Social history, as outlined by J. R. Green in his Short History of the 

English People, was directed against 'Great Man theories of history, championing the 

peaceful arts against the bellicose preoccupations of ' drum and trumpet history. 11 George 
Macaulay Trevelyan made significant contribution in the trends of history writi ng in 

some unparallel ways sometimes even rais.ing new debates among historians. His maj or 

and distinguished role is that he was considered as one of the pioneering social history 

writers and he is specially famous for his path-breaking creation English Social Histo1J1. 

His ideas regarding social history writing and his writing of a whole book on this theme 

have created excitement in historiographical approaches. He played a prominent rol e in 
shaping the thought of social history writing, though his dealing with social history is 
different in manner and treatment than his contemporary social historians. Idea of social 
history, as given by T revelyan, arose great criticism among the critics. lt is said that 

Trevelyan's view is 'history of the people with the politics left out.' His statement created 

much misunderstanding and led some people to think of his book as 'polite chat about the 

past.' But to him, social history has some distinct features and significance fo r which, it 
is acceptable to readers of History. Social history as conceived by Trevelyan is such .. . 
socia l history does not merely provide the required link between economic and political 
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history. It has also its own positive value and peculiar concern. Its scope may be defined 
as the daily life of the inhabitants of the land in past ages: this includes the human as well 

as the economic relation of different classes to one another, the character of family and 

household life, the conditions of labour and of leisure, the attitude of man to nature, the 
culture of each age as it arose of these general conditions· of life, and took ever-changing 

forms in religion, literature and music, architecture, learning and thought."2 Its true 

reflection can be found in his English Social History. 

One of the pioneers of British Social history after 1945, Edward Palmer 

Thompson recast the histories of labor, crime, protest, and popular culture - areas that 

came to be known collectively as 'History from below'. His most influential book was 

undoubtedly The Making of the English Working Class. This proved to be a clarion call 

for a new labour history. It is probably 'the most important work of social history written 

since the Second World War' .13 

During the five years that E. P. Thompson spent on writing The Making of the 
English Working Class, he taught local history to working people on evening classes. He 

was deeply impressed by their eagerness to learn about their own cultural and social 

history. He wrote his massive book to show that the gradual formation of class
consciousness is an intrinsic feature of human relationships, one that can only be 

explained through an appreciation of the actions, ideas and expressions of working people 
over a long time. For Thompson, social history required the study of creative cultural 

expression, interpreted through the context of economic relationships an9 doing so in 

cogent and accessible language that could appeal to readers beyond academia.14 

Thompson invoked the category of 'culture' and insisted that class is inseparable 
from class consciousness. Hence he felt it necessary to reconstruct the living experience 
of historical participants, investigating folk customs and rituals. Thompson viewed class 

in cultural terms. For him, the working class is not an abstract entity, but consisted of 
Englishmen, who had to be understood in terms of English history and what Thompson 

called the 'Peculiarities of tf1e English.'15 Having dealt with the period between I 780 and 

1832, Thompson moved further back in time to open up the then neglected field of 18th 
century social history. He launched a series of studies on custom, crime, and the penal 

code which were published in Whigs and Hunters, Customs in Common and a mention 
worthy collection of wotk with his students at the University of Warwick, Albion's Fatal 
Tree. Thompson argued that certain kinds of crime such as poaching and riot could be 
interpreted as social protest against the ' patrician oligarchy' and the new commercial 

order. In an article, he tried to establish the existence of a 'moral economy' among the 

' plebeian crowd' that resisted the imperatives of the marker in favor of a just price, 
legitimated by custom and tradition. 
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Richard Henry Tawney in his lecture on Social History and Literature told, 
'Whatever else the world may contain, man's relations with nature, his commerce with his 

·• fellows, and the convictions, aspirations and emotions composing his inner life, are for 

us, as for the poet, its capital constituents.' According to him, 'religion, law, government, 
the conquest of the material environment and the ordering of social life - that are also 
ours .... It is part of the process by which we surmount the limitations of our isolated 
personalities and become partners in a universe of interests which we share with 

humanity' .16 

, 

Eric J. Hobsbawm opened up new frontiers with the concept of 'primitive rebels' . 

He, in his writings, studied on banditry, pre-industrial urban 'mobs' and their riots, some 
labour religious sects, the use of ritual in early labour and revolutionary organizations, 

various peasant revolutionary movements. According to him, all of these can be described 
as 'primitive' or 'archaic' forms of social _agitation. Hobsbawm himself wrote about his 

book Primitive Rebels, 'The curious reader may simply read this book as a description of 
some social phenomena which are interesting, and surprising little known, having 

provoked only a rather literature in English'. The 'outlaws' or 'mafias' are the subject 

matter of his analysis. According to his analysis, 'Social banditry, a universal and 

virtually unchanging phenomenon, is little more than endemic peasant protest against 
oppression and poverty: a cry for vengeance on the rich and the oppressors, a vague 

dream of some curb upon them, a righting of individual wrongs.' Mafia is 'best regarded 

as a somewhat more complex development of social banditry'. Hobsbawm, in his 

writings, pointed out that they take some of the forms of collective resistance to the 
invasion of the 'new' society. He saw banditry 'as a social phenomenon' ..... what 'is about 
class, wealth and power in peasant societies.' He opined, 'Bandits and. high~aymen 
preoccupy the police, but they ought also to preoccupy the social historian.' 17 His book 
reviewed as 'A wise as well as an exciting _book, a very valuable aaditjoh to the history of 

mentalities and to that of popular protest'. Also it is mentioned as, ' .. .. This is human 
history at· its very best.' 18 

(4) 

The pioneering work of Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre in establishing the Annales 

school brought methods of social , scientific enquiry to historical scholarship before the 
Second World War. These, allied to an emphasis on cultures and mentali{ies, especially 

of pre-industrial societies, became increasingly conceiving throughout Europe and the 
United States thereafter. It was the characteristic of the approach that the primary fields 
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of enquiry were social groups which lacked both wealth and power. Social history wa 

widely considered to have a 'bottom-up' approach, offering a welcome and necessar 

corrective to a dominant 'top-down' historiography overwhelmingly concerned with the 

doings of emperors and elites. 19 This was in reaction to the view that only the activities of 

the great and the wealthy deserved detailed research, record and debate. The new 
emphasis on history from below partly reflected a turbulent decade which encouraged a 

much broader understanding of the past. 

Twentieth Century Marxist scholars founded Past and Present m 1952. Their 

research was not concerned with political change but focused on the structured nature of 

social life. Their emphasis was on the history from below. Journals like Past and Present 
and History Workshop Journal widened history from below by writing not only about 

crucial but neglected social topics, including the history of childhood, the family. 

education, popular culture, leisure and crime. During that time, to the historians history 

gradually becomes as the science of human societies'. 

Social history owes its prosperity, both as a popular enthusiasm and as a 

scholarly practice, to the cultural revolution of the 1960s, and reproduces its leading 

inspiration. The spirit of 1960s social history - tacking in its own way to the 'winds of 

change' - was pre-eminently a modernizi ng one, both chronologically, in the choice of 

historical subject matter and meth odologically, in the adoption of ·multi-disciplinary 

perspectives.20 It can be said that in the 1960s and 1970s, social-scientific history was a 

field of experiment, excitement and innovation in which many ne~ insights were 

generated, old legends criticized and challenging hypotheses were. brought forward for 

further research. It helped to raise the standards of accuracy, rigidity and self-retlecti ity 

within the historical discipline as a whole. 

One of the significant features of the new social history i it concern with 

common men and common experiences - the business of everyday life. Their purview is 

labor of all kinds - they are interested in the lives, working experiences and attitudes of 

workers, not just labour leaders. Strikes riots and other labour disturbances sti II figure in 

this work, and in an important way. But they are now placed in a much broader historical 

and analytical context, designed to show their ider meaning. Third characteri tic of the 

new social history, which is found to be both attractive and familiar, is that it has an 

intimate relationship between the quantitative evidence assembled and a comprehensive 
analytical apparatus.2 1 Some examples are cited in this regard - one by Peter H. Wood, 

the other by Joan W. Scott.12 The culminating event in one is a slave revolt; in the other, a 

major industrial strike. Each of these books is a careful, perceptive, heavily quantitative 
analysis of a long-term socio-economic evolution that eventuated in a social rupture. 
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Each is a wonderfully rich piece, a careful reconstruction of unique historical events 
placed in an analytical and comparative framework that gives them a larger significance . 

Social historians have long aspired to offer, drawing us away from the exclusive 
history of elite medical men and their honoured institutions, towards the historical 
position of ailing patients and their physical, phychological and inevitably social lives. 

Examining the history of medical thought and medical treatment from the patient's point 

of view is not only a more humane approach to a crucial element of scientific and social 

history, Roy Porter, the great social historian argued, but it also offers a useful entry-point 
to interpreting the social meaning of suffering and healing. Its aim was to focus on 

neglected groups and neglected topics of particular contemporary importance. He in an 

interview with E.P. Thompson, described about 'getting hold of documents and reading 

them upside down'. He tried to envision what silent but responsive people thought of 

what the more vocal and important said and did.23 

Since the 1970s, women's history entered with a more sophisticated manner in 
the arena of social history writing. History of women's position in social organizations, 
women's roles in domestic life and in professional spheres, gender identities, sub-cultures 

social mobility, crowd psychology, the fate of the outcast and the oppressed, private live 
of individuals, marriage, family, school, home were some aspects which comprised 'the 

fundamental elements of social life' and subject-matters of social history. 

In 1969, Harold Perkin became the first of many UK academics to occupy a 
named chair as 'Professor of Social History.' The Social Science Research Council 

(SSRC), established in 1965, funded research and allocated postgraduate awards 
specifically to students of social and economic history- a development which symbolized 

social history's status as a true social science. 

(5) 

The emergence and nature of writing social history creates much controversy and opinion 
among the specialists. Social history is more difficult to define than political , economic or 

military history. While these terms apply to the history of distinct kinds of activity, the 
term social covers virtually everything. It consists of historical studies which focus on 

any aspect of social life - ranging from statistical analyses of demographic research to 
examining the material elements of everyday experience. All come in the purview of 
social history. Such historical writing tries to recover, articulate and interpret the 
experience of people who are typically overlooked in studies of political elites and of 

major historical events. This trend is more socially-oriented than labour history and more 
attuned to human experience than economic history. Unlike political history, which 
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traditionally had focused biographically on specific individuals or groups that held 

powerful state offices, social history concerns itself with relatively neglected individuals 

or groups. It reveals and interprets the cultural expression of ordinary working people. 

Th is requires reading documents against the grain and examining materials that were 

previously not counted as history . 

Long ago in 1971 E. J. Hobsbawm wrote an article on social history, where he 

opined, 'The term social history has always been, difficult to define and until recently 

there has been no great pressure to define it, for it has lacked the institutional and 

professional vested interests which normally insists on precise demarcations. Broadly 

speaking, until the present vogue of the subject - or at least the name - it was in the past 

used in three sometimes overlapping senses'. He pointed out specifically three 

tendencies, first, 'it referred to the history of the poor or lower classes, and more 

specifical ly to the history of the movements of the poor ('social movement')'. Second, the 

term was used to refer to works on a variety of human activities difficult to classify 

except in such terms as 'manners, customs, everyday life.' The third meaning of the term 

was certainly the most common and for our purposes the most relevant: 'social' was used 

in combination with 'economic history'. He again stated foat none of the three versions of 

social history produced a specialized academic field of social history until the l 950s.2~ 

Actually, as a pedagogic enthusiasm, and latterly as an academic practice, social history 

derives its vitality from its oppositional character. It prides itself on being concerned with 

' real life' rather than abstractions, with 'ordinary' people rather than privileged elites, 

with everyday things rather than sensational events.25 

In a recent article, the ideas and 'meanings of social history' has been identified. 

Social history as a specialized sub-discipline, concentrates on social struc.tures, processes, 

and actions in a . specific sense (inequality, mobility, classes, strata, ethnicity, gender 

relations, urbanization, work and life of different types of people and not only elites), in 

contrast to other sub-disciplines like economic histo~, constitutional history or the 

history of ideas. As a specific approach to or as a way of looking on general history, it 
stresses upon the broad structures and processes as well · as the dimensions of historical 
reality in their truest sense.26 · 

The fundamental change and expansion during the last twenty or thirty years 

contributed greatly to this new social history. It was a quiet, unreflected and undiscussed 
social turn which has not yet ended. Present social history themes vary much more. Social 

history has become much more diversified in terms of thematic orientation, which is 

mainly a consequence of the expansion of this field of research. Major attention are given 
to new concepts, such as, history of debates, communication, language, public spaces, 

media, intellectuals, history of memory, rituals, myths, history of values, social norms, 
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social models, history of identities, rise of ethnic groups, hybrid societies, religion.27 The 

general effect of the new social history has been to enlarge the map of historical 
•, knowledge and legitimate major new areas of scholarly inquiry. 

Lastly, it can be said, most of the evidences of social history are fragmented . 

Materials for writing social history are present everywhere in any document. A published 

papyrus from Roman Egypt, dating from the first or second century AD, contains an 
appeal by a slave - owner to the authorities for compensation from the careless driver of a 

·~onkey, which had run over and seriously injured a young girl on her way to a singing 

lesson. tn· her plea, the appellan_t wrote, 'I loved and cared for this little servant-girl, a 

house-born slave, in the hope that when she grew up she would look after me in my old 

age, since 1 am a helpless woman and alone' .28 Such trivial but fascinating fragments 

encapsulate many of the problems and ideas we face in constructing social history. 
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oppression and their writings under the banner of 'Dalit Discourse '. These trends eventually have 

encapsulated the Scheduled Castes within the/old of 'Dalit identity'. However, a major section of 
the Scheduled Castes of West Bengal has reservation to accept 'Dalit identity ' what the Dalit 
writers and non-Dalit scholars are· trying to impose on them. Rather, they are more comfortable to 
be identified as Scheduled Castes in the society. This paper has analyzed that the social movement 

of the Scheduled Castes of late colonial Bengal is losing its dignity in the recent years because of 
classification of the Scheduled Castes merely as Dalils. Simultaneously the author has argued that 

'construction of Da/it identity' of the Scheduled Castes is a theoretical imposition on theh1 at least 

in case of West Bengal. 
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From Quest for Justice to Dalit Identity: A New Look on the Crisis of identity of the 
Scheduled Castes of West Bengal 

In the rect:nt years, it has become a common fashion among the social scientists 
journalists and popular writers alike to classify the Scheduled Castes of India as Dalits. 
Being induced by the 'Dalit Panther movement' of the 1970's1, academics of both Dalit 
and non-Dalit social background; have reinterpreted the protests of the Scheduled Castes 
against upper castes' oppression and their writings under the banner of ' Dalit Discourse .2 

Their researchers have developed three basic trends: (i) dalitism among the Scheduled 
Castes who denied upper castes' domination/ hegemony, (ii) researches of the non
Scheduled Castes who have treated all oppressed people as Dalits (including Scheduled 
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Castes; Scheduled Tribes, Other Backward Castes, religious minorities and oppressed 
gender, etc); and (iii) writings of the Scheduled Caste scholars who accepted academic 

domination/ theoretical ·imposition of both the Dalit and the non-Dal it scholars without 
· criticism. These trends eventually have encapsulated the Scheduled Castes within the fold 

of ' Dal it identity'. However, a major section of the Scheduled Castes of West Bengal has 
reservation to accept 'Dalit identity' what the Dalit writers and non-Dalit scholars are 

trying to impose on them. Rather, they are more comfortable to be identified as 

Scheduled Castes in the society. This phenomenon suggests that the ' theoretical 

propositions of the aca<;lemics and Dal it activists need new outlook'. In this paper I'll thus 

argue that social movement of the Scheduled Castes of late colonial Bengal is losing its 
dignity in the recent years because of classification of the Scheduled Castes merely as 

Dal its. In this context it will also be examined that the construction of Dal it identity of the 

Scheduled Castes is a theoretical imposition on them since reality differs from theory. 

Meaning of Dalit and Dalitism 

' Dalit Studies' as an academic discipline has drawn much attention of scholars and 

popular writers since a couple of decades. But as a social concept ' Dalit' is an ambiguous 

one for many of us. What does Dalit(s) mean? It is perhaps a significant question for 

millions of people. Literally dalit means broken, crushed or reduced to pieces (what is an 
adjective in English grammar). In Dalit Studies, ' Dalit(s)' is a collective /proper noun. 

Again, in the Sanskrit dalita is a verb.3 Thus grammatically the concept dalit is not free 

from ambiguity. 

However, for the Dal it Panthers of the 1970s and l 980's meaning of ' Dal it' was 

very much clear. According to them ' Dalit is a symbol of change and revolution who 

believes in humanism, rejects the existence of God, rebirth, soul, sacred books that teach 

discrimination, fate and heaven' .4 It means 'dalit ' stands for assertion/ revolution against 
discrimination through creative writings and reinterpretation of experiences of oppressed/ 

marginalized peopl~. So dalitology is a voice against injustice, social oppression and 
discrimination. Thus idea and objectives of the 'Dalit Panthers' are very much clear. 

They initially used this term in case .of the Mahars, a '3cheduled Caste community of 

Maharashtra: Later the term Dalits has included all Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, 
OBCs and other oppressed section of the society. Dalitology got more positive outlook in 
the 1990s when main producers have been branded as Dal its. In an article Kancha lliah (a 
notable Dalit thinker) has argued that ' the Dalitbahujans are the skilled producers

instrument makers, creative bui lders of the material basis of society. Conversion of their 

experience into the framework of knowledge can produce an alternative version of 
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history-the Dalitbahujan alternative'. 5This assertion suggests that non-dalits are merely 
parasites who depend on the Dalits for their survival. 

,. This assertive voice of the dalitology has been echoed in many such writings 

, 

especially in Southern an:9 Western India to express their pain and feeling by refuting and 
deconstructing the non-Dal it version(s) of protest. In this context, the Dalit Christians of 
Southern India have treated the 'words' of protest very seriously. In their edited volume 
(Dalit Theology, 2010) Santhiariathan Clarke, Dinabandhu Manchale and Philip Vinod 

Clarke, thus have used 'word' as ·a tool of Dal it assertion. 6 

The positive meaning of the term 'dalit' or dalitology, is however, often m_ov~s 
downwards particularly when the non-Dalits come forward to use Dahts merely as a 

synonym of untouchables.7 Since the 1980's researches of many non-Dal it scholars have 
diluted the 'voice' of dalitism of the colonial period. Here we can take Gail Ombetd as an 

example. He identified the Mahars of Maharastra as untouchables and hence they are 
Dalits.8 Ishita Banerjee-Dube9, Imtiaz Ahmad and Shashi Bhusan Upadhyay10 and such 

many schollars have done the same thing. According to Shashi Bhusan 'the former 
untouchables are now called Dalits who are voicing their grievances in various level' 11 

Similarly Padma Velaskar wrote: 'Dalit refers to former untouchable caste 
communities.' 12 These are a ·few examples only. Influence of such writings is · 

comparatively deeper in the society (than the meaning propounded by the Dalit Panthers 

and the Dalit Christians). Negative meaning is getting more solid form thanks to media 
both print and electronic. Negative aspect of Dalit identity will be discussed in the 

subsequent sections of the article in the context of West Bengal. 

Background of Social Movement of the Scheduled Castes of West Bengal 

Territorially, West Bengal ·is the 14th state of India (with on ly 88,752 skm2 out of 

3287240 skm2 i. e, 2.69%) whi1e. population wise it is fourth with 7.54% of India's total 

population (91 ,347,736 out of 1210193422 of2011 census). Among the Scheduled Castes 

population of India, West Bengal is sharing 11.07% (total 18452555 out of 166,635,700 
in India 2011) what is agaiIJ. 24% of State' s population. Scheduled Castes of West Bengal 
are divided into 60 sub-castes with wide ranging diversity. While five major sub-castes 
like the Rajbanshis (3801677), the Namasudras (3504642), the Bagdis (3058265), the 
Poundras (2450260) and the Bauris (1,228,635) collectively constituted 14043479 souls, 
i.e. 76% and rest 55 sub-castes constitute only 24% (4409076 heads only) . Population of 
some sub-castes is even less than two thousands like the Banter (138), the D!ibgar (252), 
the Halalkhor (1174 ), etc). The Scheduled Castes of West Bengal are equally c!iverse in 
terms of their education, economic and social location. 
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Inspite of having 24% share of the Scheduled Castes in West Bengal's population 
they do not have strong political voice at present. However, their political importance was 
much higher in the late colonial period. Before the partition of Bengal in 1947, the 
Scheduled Castes had established themselves as a bargaining power ( especially from 
1920 to 1946). They becam.e essential part of the ' government of Bengal and provincial 
level electoral politics in the last decade of the colonial rule (1937-47)'. How did they 
emerge as a strong political power in the colonial rule? Answer of this question lies in 
their social movement what started in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 

Let us have an i idea about the social location of the Scheduled Castes in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century. We have two basic tC?ols to understand the 
situation. First one is the observations and -opinions of the non-Scheduled castes. Second 
one is the experience of casteism as recorded by the Scheduled Castes in their own wor_ds. 
For the first one we can get a preliminary idea from the perception of Sri Ramakrishna 
Parama Hansadeva (1836- 1886), a famous saint of the nineteenth century. His disciple 
(Swami Saradananda) has recorded that before his appointment as a priest Ramakrishna 
had reservation to consume the food prepared with the money of Rani Rashmoni ( 1739-
1861 ), the builder of the Dakshineswar Kali Temple who was a Kaibartya by caste. In 
Ramakrishna's words: 

' I felt very sorry to think that I am consuming food supplied by a 
Kaibartya. Even in those days the poor and beggars were not interested to 
accept the food offered to the deity of the temple. In many days the 
Prasad (sanctified foods) had given to the cows and dumped to the 
Ganges when no one was ready to accept them."13 

· · Bengali novels composed in the colonial and early post-colonial period have also 
frequently recorded the marginalized location of the Scheduled Castes. Bankim Chanda's 
novel Debi Choudhurani (1882)14and Bhibhuti Bhusan , Bandyopadhyay's classics like 
Pather Panchali (1929)15and Ichhamati (1950)16are although not based on the marginal 
people but they occasionally reflected the casteist attitude of the upper castes towards the 
Scheduled Castes. Both of them have used the names of the Scheduled Caste 
communities like the Bagdis, the Doms, the Haris, the Pods, the Chanrals etc. as slang 
usages. Similarly Rabindra Nath Tagore's Gora (1910)17 and Ghare Baire (1916)18 and 
Sarat Chandra Chattopadhyay's stories 19 have contained a few sentences about the 
marginal ized social lives of the Scheduled Castes although they are no way the 
protagonist of Dalit Discourse. 

There are a few more literary pieces produced by the non-Dalit novelists in the 
colonial period where attitude of the upper castes to:wards community-based social 
systems of the Scheduled Castes have been properly reflected. Among such writings 
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mention may be made of Hasulibaker Upakatha (1947) of Tarasankar Bandyopadhyay,2° 
Padma Nadir Maj hi ( 1936) of Manik Bandyopadhyay, Dhorai Char it Manas (1949-51) 

·• of Satinath Bhaduri. In these writings, the Scheduled Caste communities have been 
invariably constructed as sub-standard, uncivilized, non-Aryans, and indigenous people 
who deserve no respect because of their unclean professions! We have plathora of such 
examples. 

• 

For the second tool we can talk about the, autobiographies of the Scheduled 
Castes sue~ as Diner Atmakatha of Raicharan Sardar (1866-194{?), Jiban Katha of 
Rajendranath Sarkar (1975) and Uttarbanglar Seka! 0 Amar Jibansmriti ofUpendra Nath 
Barman ( 1898-1988). They recorded their experience of casteism in their own words. We 
can get an idea about the nature of attacks they received from their upper caste Hindu 

colleagues. For instance we are quoting from the autobiography of Raicharan Sardar 
titled Diner Atmakahani Ba Satya Pariksha. 21 He had recorded an inc idem of 1891: 

"There was an incident at Dhamua(village) what I like to mention .here. Shri 

Bhuban Mohan Chakraborty, Head Master of the School; used to live at the 
house of Shri Girish Chandra Putatunda (a Brahmin). I used to take lessons 
from the teacher in every morning for two hours. In that house I (along with a 

student of Napit Caste) used to sit on a mat. On 3rd day of Bhadra, 1298 B.S. 
(1891) our mat had touched the Brahmin boys. It was noticed by Putatunda' s 
widow sister. She had insulted me with derogatory words .... I did not feel that l 
have committed any offence. Rather I was inspired to establish a respectable 

caste identity ( of ours). "22 

A similar record has also left by Sri Upendra Nath Barman in his 
autobiography.23 The Scheduled Castes had to face caste discrimination even after being 
educated and competent enough. In his autobiography, Rajendranath Sarkar (1903-1979), 
a Poundra lawyer, had catgorically recorded the practice of casteism even by the highly 

educated lawyers. In his word: 

"I got membership of the Bar Association since my joining the Khulna District 
Bar in l 929(as a lawyer). One tradition has drawn my attention in the very first 
day. A servant was employed to serve water to the lawyers. I saw that the 
lawyers were following casteism. Water used to be served to the upper caste 
Hindu lawyers in the pots made of brass metal or copper. Ordinary pots and 

aluminum glasses were allotted for the Muslims and the lower caste lawyers 
respectively .... .In the Second day, when I asked for 'water, Durgapada (servant) 
gave me water in a dirty aluminum glass. I told him that I would not drink water 
in this glass. He replied that only this glass is is allotted for you!"24 

87 



Incidents of casteism as recorded in the autobiographies had also equally recored 
in the colonial adiministrative records including census reports and ethnographic studies. 
25 

In such a society full with caste discrimination, only available tool for the lower 
castes for gaining· respect was to establish respectable caste identity in the society! Most 
of the Scheduled Caste communities thus had developed a sense of 'self-respect' by 

announcing a 'self identity'. By rejecting the imposed dictums of the traditional Hindu 

scriptures (as interpreted by the Brahmins), theses caste communities had attempted to 

. create a notion of ' imaginary' but ' respectable' caste identity. Being instigated by the 

government policy of social stratification in the late nineteenth and twentieth century26 

caste organizations of the Scheduled Caste communities had submitted their prayers to 

the census superintendents for assigning more respectable status in the official records 

since 1891 . In most cases, they asserted for 'Kshatriya' caste identity (such as the 

Rajbanshi Kshatriya, the Poundra Kshatriya, the Malla Kshatriya, Byagra Kshatriya, 

etc.)27 while some castes claimed for the Vaishya (such as the Dhobas, the Sunris, the 
Bhuinmalis, the Jelia Kaibartyas) and respectable Sudra (like the Namasudras) identity. 

These demands of standard caste identities were translated into practice in the first 

quarter of the twentieth century through the construction of 'self-h istory' , adoption of 
respectable rituals and social reforms. 

Again, they had given maximum emphasis on the spread of education to 

empower the caste fellows to develop their financial and social status. So 'social justice' 

was the 'goal' while ' social reforms' was a means to reach to that goal. In such a social 

context of colonial Bengal, kshatriyaization (of the Rajbanshis (1891-1947), the Poundras 

(1891-1956) and the Malas (1911 -1 947), etc.), namasudraization (Namasudra movement 

of the Chanda ls (1872-194 7)) and vaishyaization (Vaishya movement of the Dhobas 

(1911-1947), the Sunris, etc.) of the Scheduled Caste communities were basically 

movements for attaining self-respect and social justice. 

This trend of social movement of the Schedule:j Castes turned into a political 
movement after the beginning of electoral politics in Bengal. During the period between 

1920 and I 936 they participated in the elections held for Bengal Legislative Council. In 

the elections (1920, 1922, 1926 and 1929) by utilizing their caste feelings, the Scheduled 
Castes had mobilized their fe llows to get victory in the general (non-Muhamedan) 
constituencies. Because of their huge concentration in particular area the Rajbanshis, the 

Namasudras and the Poundras had made considerable progress in the elections. 28 

The Scheduled Castes had appeared as a significant political force in Bengal after 
introduction of ' political reservation' in the 1930s. In the election of Bengal Legislative 

Assembly held in 1937 the Scheduled Caste communities (particularly the Namasudras, 
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the Rajbanshis , the Poundras, the Malos , the Sunris, the Mais, the· Bagdis, the Muchis 
and the Sunris) had participated·in 30 reserve seats as well as in general seats. Most of 

•· them came victorious as independent candidate (22) with strong caste feeling while the 
Congress (6) and the Hindu Mahasabha(2) had also mobilized them. 29 

., 

After the election of 193 7, the Scheduled Castes (SC) thus established themse_lves 
as a political force in Bengal. An analysis on the election results of 1937 also indicates 
that besides the 30 reserved seats, . they won three general seats ( 1 Congress and 2 

Independent). We find that two ministers were app9inted from the Scheduled Castes in 

the government formed by Fazlul Haque (1937-1941). Sri Prasanna Dev Raikot (of 
Jalpaiguri cum Siliguri constituency), a Koch-Rajbanshi landlord ; was entrusted the 
charge of the Department of Excise and Forests while Sri Mukunda Bihari Mullick ( of 

the Namasudra community of (Khulna) got the charge of the Cooperative, Credit and 
Rural Indebtedness ininistry. 

In the gen~ral election of 1946, however, result of the Scheduled Caste 
organizations like the All India Scheduled Caste Federation (AISCF) and the Rajbanshi 

Kshatriya Samity were very much deplorable. Although Jogendra Nath Mond,al from 

AISCF and Nagendra Nath Ray from the Rajbanshi Kshatriya Samity got victory but 

most of the Scheduled_ Caste candidates contested under the banner of caste ~rganization 
were defeated. Congress alone got 22 out of 30 reserved seats while the Communist Party 

won one seat. It indicates that the Scheduled Caste on the eve of the partition of Bengal 

( 194 7) began to be controlled by the nationalist organization like the Congress. This trend 

may be interpreted as 'a shift of attitudes of the Scheduled Castes of Bengal from caste
based politics to the nationalist politics. ' It is however, beyond doubt that the Scheduled 
Castes of Bengal had provided opportunity to Dr. B.R.Ambedkar to enter to the 
Constituent Assembly in I 946 (~ho later appeared as the fafhijr oflndian ·constitution).30 

Towards the Analysis of Movement 

Social movement of the Scheduled Castes for ~~tablishing respectable identity and 

achieving political power has been an inter!;l~ting subject among the social scientists since 
the late nineteenth century. It has interpreted by the scholars of colonial period either as 

'gradual Brahmanising of the aboriginal/non-Aryans/casteless tribes'31 or as 
sanskritization32 and 'method o(absorption of the lower castes into the Hindu fold ' .33 In 
these studies the Brahmins/ upper caste Hindus have been tak~f! as the point of 'standard 
reference' . This stand led us to make a difference between the social mobility of the 

lower castes and social reforms of the upper caste Hindu JJhadralokas.34 
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In the post-colonial period, 'caste' appeared as a popular subject of the study in 

social science's perspective. A host of scholar have engaged their theoretical and 

pedagogical endevour to analyse 'caste as occupational social stratification'., ' caste-class 
continuum', nature of caste society, 'caste mobility', structure and power of caste, social 
change, relationship between caste and class, etc. These theoretical and empirical studies, 

however, could not place the movements of the Scheduled Castes beyond the side-effect 

of colonialism. 35 

The 1980s, however, has witnessed a new trend in historical writing on caste 

particularly with the rise of the Dalitism and Subaltern School of historiography. While 
the non-Indian scholars came forward in the 1980s to rec,::instruct the history of protest of 

the low-caste leaders against the casteism, the 'Subaltern historians' (mostly Indians) 

have initiated a new trend in historical writings. They attempted to historicise the 

location, consciousness and protest of the 'subordinate people (subalterns) of India' with 
a new perspective. Although within a quarter century (1982-2005) the Subaltern 

Historians have produced twelve volumes (altogether 90 articles) but only three articles 

of them (written by Partha Chatterjee) have indirect/ direct relations with the Scheduled 

Castes of Bengal. First one is 'Agrarian relations and communalism in Bengal 1926-

1935'what is associated with communal ism. It indirectly refers to the subordinate 
locations of the Scheduled Castes of colonial period.36 Second article (Caste and 
Subaltern Consciousness)31 is, however an interesting or.e. After criticizing the Marxian 

notion on caste and Luis Dumont's Homo-Hierarchies (1972), Chatterjee has analysed a 

few points about the minor religious sects (Vaishnava) of pre-colonial and colonial 

Bengal. Most pertinent part of this article is a section c,n Balaram Hadi (Hari) and his 

experience as a religious teacher of the low caste people (Subalterns) of Nadia District. 

His study shows that Balahadi sect was appeared as an 'alternative practice' constructed 

by the subordinate caste groups against the dominant castes and sects. But social 

movements of other Scheduled Castes have no place in the Subaltern studies. Third 

article (Religion and urban domestically)38 of Partha Chatterjee has clarified the attitudes 

of the "Calcutta-based Western educated Hindu Bengali Middle Class" towards Shri 
Ramakrishna Paramahansadeva ( 1836- I 886). Chatterjee, however Sadly neglected the 

role of Rani Rashmoni ( 1793-1867), a Kaibartya Zaminriar (of fisherman caste), behind 

the growth of Ramakrishna-Vivekananda movement. 

Although Subaltern historians did not write anything about the social movement 
of the Scheduled Castes of Bengal but a perception has developed in the academic world 
to treat them as 'Subalterns ' or as 'extremely inferior' who did not have ability even to 
speak. Thus the question raised by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in 1988 'Can a Subaltern 
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Speak? ,3
9 has become a point of controversy both among the Subaltern historians as well 

as other social scientists who think beyond any frame. 

However, since the 1990s a group of scholars have taken up the issue of the 
social movement of the Scheduled Castes of Bengal very seriously. They attempted to 
construct the history of the lower caste movement either along the line of sanaskritization 
or under the bann~r 'of the cla$s-caste struggle. There we find a few studies on certain 
specific castes su~h as Sekhar Bandyopadhya's studies on the Namasudras40 Swaraj 
Basu's41 study on: the Rajbanshis of North Bengal, Rup Kumar Barman's study on the 
fishermen communities of Bengal,42 and Krishna Kumar Sarkar's43 study on the 
Poundras. There are a few more works which have occasionally analyzed various aspects 

of 'self-respect movement' of lower caste communities of Bengal.44 These works, 
however, have failed to cross the boundary of 'sanskritization'. Thus the Scheduled 
Castes have been treated only within the' parameter of 'sub-standard' social category who 
aspired to be standard people who actually in their eyes nothing but oppressed, 1.e., 

Dalits. 

Dalit Identity of the Scheduled ·castes of West Bengal 

The concept of Dalit identity is now being invariably applied to all Scheduled Castes. 
Even the scholars who once attempted to construct the history of the Scheduled Castes of 
Bengal as 'caste historians' are now trying to identify the Scheduled Castes of Bengal as 
Dalits in a sense who are oppressed/ depressed/ inferiors. For instance we can talk about 
Prof. Partha Chatterjee and Prof. Sekhar Banyopadhyay. It has been already been 
motioned abqut Partha Chatterjee's position in the 1980s or 1990s. Very recently Partha 
Chatterjee has categorically argued that Scheduled Castes are Dalits. He wrote in a 
forwarding note 'that it has been more or less accepted by all that the Scheduled Castes 

. can be identified as Dalits'.45 Similarly Sekhar Bandyopadhay who wrote Caste, Protest 
and Identity(J997/6 in the late twentieth century now in the recent work has categorically 
projected the Scheduled Castes· of both colonial and post-colonial Bengal merely as 
Dalits.47 

So in the twenty first century, Scheduled Castes' of West Bengal including their 
twentieth century assertion (under the colonial rule) and post independent struggle for 
survival are being analysed by the non-Dalit scholars only under the framework of 'dalit' 
history in negative sense of the term. Thus the trend of research generated by the non
Dalit scholars like Sekhar Bandyopadhyay, Sarbani Bandyopadhyay, Santosh Rana and 

Kumar Rana48 and host of others has transformed the identity of the Scheduled Castes of 
West Bengal to Dalits! 
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Influence of both dalitism and academic domination of the non-Dalit scholars 
have their inevitable impact on the literary and scholasLic endeavour of the Scheduled 
Castes of Bengal. Being induced by dalitism of Western and Southern India, a few 
Scheduled Castes activists have recorded/are reqordiAg their experience of casteism in the 
recent years. Among them Monohar Mouli Biswas and Monoranjan Byapari got 
significant attention from the non-Dalit scholars. Monohar Maouli has claimed that he is 
a 'Dalit scholar who born in · a Dalit family and is fighting for the Dalits through 
literature' .49 In his autobiography Monohar left an impression of traditional life style of 
the Namasudras. Monoranjan Byapari, on the other hand; has recorded his struggle for 
survival in post colonial India as refugee, as rikswapuller, as a worker of left political 
party and as a person who can write his experience against casteism, exploitation and 
oppression.50 Both Monohar and Monoranjan have been accepted -as Dalit writers by the 
non- -Dalits. Even to some extent the non-Dalit critics/ protagonists are romantic and bias 
towards ~onoranjan.51 However, it is beyond doubt that t_hese writers are now branded as 
Dalit writers either as assertive writers (dalitism) or as oppressed (negative meaning). 

Beyond Dalitism 

Social movements as well as autobiographies of the Scheduled Castes so far analysed in 
this article have an academic relevance either as the contents of 'Dalit discourse' or as a 
branch of literary study. It is a common 'usage' in media to classify the Scheduled Castes 
merely as Dalits. What is the perception of the Scheduled Castes of West Bengal about 
their identity? In our field survey we have asked a question that 'how do you want be 
identified in Indian / Bengali society? 100% of them have replied that they are happy to 
be Scheduled Castes. 'They don't think that they are Dalits'. For them Dalit identity is a 
humiliating one (i.e., negative meaning of the Dalit). They replied that their identity as 
constructed by academicians and media as Dalit is no way acceptable to them. 

Again the ideologies of the Dalit Panthers like anti-Brahminism and opposing 
Hindu deities have failed to mobilize the Scheduled Castes of West Bengal. In our survey 
we have noticed that the Scheduled Castes of this state have embraced all goddesses of 
the Hindu pantheon. They are not rejecting the Hindu deities. However, a few 
communities (particularly the Rajbanshis, Poundras, Bagdis and Bauris) in the recent 
years are popularizing their own gods and goddesses i, e, moving towards Nativism.52 
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Conclusion 

Dal it identity of the Scheduled Castes as many academic scholars and popular writers are 
trying to build up is not free from criticism from within. While the Dalit Panthers have 
induced the Scheduled Castes of southern, western and northern Inpia in large scale to 
accept dalitism, in West Bengal neither dalitism nor Dalit discourse have come up as a 
dominant trend ampng the Scheduled Castes . Only a microscopic minority of the 
Scheduled Castes have accepted the researches of the non-Dalit scholars. Thus they are 
(Scheduled Castes) transforming themselves into 'academic slaves'. 

On the other hand, the Scheduled Castes of West Bengal in general feel that their 
identity is based on their s~b-~a.stes, i.e., the Rajbanshis, the Poundras, the Bagdis, the 
Bouris, the Namasudras, etc. They again are glorifying their social movement of colonial 
period in order to organize · their. sub-castes feH~ws of present generation. Hence the 
Rajbanshis , the Poundras and the_ Namasudras of Wes·: Bengal are trying to build up 
Panchanan Barma (1865-193 5), Raicharan Sardar and Harichand Thakur as the father of 
their respective caste identity. The intellectuals, political leaders as well as socio-cultural 
organization of these communities of present days through their writings and activities 

. are drawing oµr attention to their respective goals and achievements. Thus the sense of 
sub-castes is more prominent than the common Dalit identity in West Bengal. 

** This article is based on the findings of the ICSSR S?Onsored research project titled 
Changing Nature of Caste in Post-Colonial India: A Study on tlie Scheduled Castes 
of West Bengal (vide ICSSR Def. No. SC-16/201'4-15/ICSSR/RPS) dated 28th 

January, 2015). The author is indebted to the ICSSR (New Delhi) for its financial 
, assistance. 
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Forest Resource Management and Lepcha Tribal Forest Culture: 
A study in the context of Colonial Darjeeling (1865-1947) 

Rajat Tamang* 

Abstract: The present paper aims to locate the colonial bureaucratic management in terms of 
forest policy and its sporadic impact on the Lepcha tribes presumed to be the earliest forest . 
people of the eastern Himalayas in the Darjeeling region. The tribal Lepcha groups 
predominantly associated with the woodlands, appeared to witness extensive technological 
adjustments and alien concept of conservational approach, that in turn redefined their 
relationship with nature and the environment. Traditional capabilities of tribal economy and 
forest usage rights perished and systematic exploitation strengthened over tribal regions or so 
called forest zones. The process of colonial notion of 'conservation' in Darjeeling was profoundly 
developed reshaping the ecological milieu of the region like in any other parts of the country. With 
the codification and implementation of forest laws; forest lands' were legitimized through the state 

excluding the erstwhile community rights. 

Keywords: colonialism, forest policy, Lepchas, conservation, tribal knowledge. 

The intensification of colonial forestry marked a crucial watershed in the forest history of 
India, with the emergence of timber being the staple commodity of harvest, utilization 

and commercialization, larger areas of forest were engulfed into colonial possession. 1 In 
this connection we may mention a remark made by Dietrich Brandis while fon~ulating 
the policy "In the wildest forest region in India we constantly came across the evidence 
that the land at one time had been under habitation".2 Thus when the colonial state 
extended its control over forest lands in India the 

Forest communities too came under the sway of colonial subjection. The state's 
res,ervation of forests sharply affected the subsistence pattern of the forest communities in 
such a way that the fate of the forest people transcended to an extreme signs of 
deterioration. The process of colonial urbanization, technological change and 
c~nstruction of railways in particular further facilitated the process of transformation and 

disr~ption of the traditional tribal patterns of life. As railways entered along the vast 
stretches of unexplored forest tracts, absolute rights of the state w.as maintained 
restricting the local groups from natural access to forest .·esources. Such intrusion of the 
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state was endorsed upon a colonial notion that illustrated the indigenous practices of 
forest u·sage as wasteful, disruptive and irrational. So prohibition was necessitated to 
maintain the act of conservation. But such colonial notions were later on discarded by 
scholars like Madhav Gadgil and Ramchandra Guha in their book This Fissured land : 
An Ecological History of India, which determined that traditional conservation was 
richly prevalent among the native inhabitants in pre colonial India, and, signified that 
conservation was exercised through different forms of social prac;tices through 
generations by the indigenous groups.3 But interpretations made by Guba and Gadgil 
failed to convince scholars like Richard Grove who in his book 'Green Imperialism' 
instead drew two major points differing with the previous scholars. Ffrstly, he detected 
large scale deforestation during the pre colonial period that found its continuity in later 

· times . Secondly, in order to protect the forest lands in India, coloniai forestry made a 
more dedicated deliverance for conservation and was not intended for resource concern. 
Mahesh Rangarajan on the other explained that the disparity between Guba and Grove 
arose because of the different periods they sought upon. While grove emphasized on the 
pre colonial period, Guba derived his notations from the late 19th century. Rangarajan 
instead sensitized the core intent and purpose of environmental history rather instigating 
the contention pros and cons, but lunged an open understanding that colonial forestry was 
accountable for socio-ecological modifications in India. However, it must be understood 
that the evolution of the colonial forestry and the nature of its implementation was not 
based on uniform ecological entity and cannot be generalized as it varied from region to 
region. Hence, the present paper based on above interpretations and understandings 
attempts to unfold the consequent impact of colonial forest policy on the Lepcha tribes of 
Darjeeling region in the eastern Himalayas. 

Colonial perception on tribes: 

The British foresters of the nineteenth century based their understanding on the scientific 
footing that knowledge gained only through systematic methodological approach in 
educational institutions were factual or rational and other forms of learning mechanism \ . 
were simply discarded. Whereas on the contrary the tribes assimilated their knowiedge of 
nature through daily experiences while adapting themselves in forest from generation to 
generation. So for the colonial administrators it was irrational to recognize age old tribal 
knowledge with their upheld perception that categorized tribes at a very low level of 
civilization as primitive and uncivilized wild groups.4 As 1hey believed that the tribals had 
no knowledge of their own and were superstitious and ignorant wild folks, th_ey ought to 
be brought on the lines of modernity. Hence the White Men took the initiative of uplifting 
these tribal folks through their entrepreneurial strategies of so called 'conservation'. In 
this contention it must be noted that the colonial writers, ethnographers and 
anthropologists deeply motivated the administrators, as they made the subjected tribes 
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their objects of study they blindly undermined the tribal culture. Although some colonial 
writers acknowledged such tribal cultures as noble and note worthy, but the dominant 
view considered them as uncivilized and savagery.5 Several theories regarding the 
primitiveness of the tribes were nurtured among the Europeans, like the Christian theory 
that considered them as the perverted groups from the mainstream civilization; Racist 
theory on the other illustrated that knowledge among different races varied according to 
their intellectual capacities and was limited. Among various such theories, the 
Evolutionist theory was relatively substantial which held the view that all societies have 
the capability to develop themselves with the progresf: of time,, but the · ideological 

Evolutionary theory of Charles Darwin made a different perception 'of, approach, he 

solidified the conc~ption that all species go through different stages of evolution and the 
most dominant species that reaches the optimum stage of advancement expects the other 
inferior groups to follow them.6 Such constructs portrayed a negative image in a 

pejorative way that it rapidly pacified the opening of tribal territories and urged colonial 
attention to take on the responsibility towards upliftment. Following the trajectory of the 
British concept of tribalism even some Indian scholars accepted such view. Sociologists 

like Govind Sadashiv Ghurye in his book 'The Aborigines ' So Called and their Future 
1943 echoed similar description of tribal societies as irrational and backward. His views 
on tribal societies signified the crudeness of knowledge, and justified colonial prospects 
of civilizing the natives as an optimistic engagement. Such trends of superficial 
understanding constructed through western knowledge upon unfamiliar cultures found its 

prominence and was encored there on. Further, deriving this general prospect in the 

context of Darjeeling there are prejudiced colonial structured histories. Surveys and 
records made on tribes by H.H. Risley, Brain Houghton Hodgson, Joseph Dalton Hooker, 
A. Campbell, W.W Hunter, and R.H. Irvine among others, who visited Darjeeling in the 
early 19th century, too represented a misconceived narrative with uttermost prejudice on 

the local communities. As a whole, colonial writers developed an unpleasant 
dehuman izing approach in conceptualizing the tribes, such negative portrayal popularized 
by the ethnographers, anthropologists, writers and travelers justified the colonial 

, administrators to implement their administrative policies and arrangements _there on. To 
the fact Colonial Forest policy in particular had no genuine concern for conservation it 
was solely structured for revenue generation and extensive extraction of forest resources . 
Say for example, Colonial denunciation of deforestation had no resemblance with the 
Jhum cultivation or any other tribal practices; the sparsely populated natives made 
sustainable usage of the forest lands simply to meet their subsistence rather than any other 
economic pursuits. In fact the primal cause behind ecological dislocation 
comprehensively accounted to the Colonial Forest Department's attempt to generate 
excessive economic surplus from the forest. 7 After all it was the white man 's burden 
flouted by the colonial ru lers who asserted their artificial responsibility and dedicated 
their lives to exploit the so called ' savagery races' . 
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Tribal Forest culture of the Lepcbas : 

Darjeeling Himalaya with its unique landscapes comprised variety of the floras and 
faunas inhabited by numerous tribal groups viz. Lepchas, Limboos, Kirats, Murmis and 
Bhutias.8 As the Lepchas were unanimously considered to be the aborigines of the region 
along with the other tribes being sparsely populated, they represented to be the 
predominant group particularly associated with the woodlands at that point of time, so the 
most distraught of the colonial penetration was landed on them. The lepchas were a 

simple tribal folks who called themselves as "Mu Tanchi Rongkup" 9 inhabited in the 

entire hills of Darjeeling, Sikkim and also to some parts of Nepal and Bhutan. 10 They 
regarded the entire hills spread from Kanchenjunga in the north to Titaliya (now in 

Bangladesh) in the south, in the east from Ha province of Bhutan to Arun river of Nepal 
in the west as their religious sacred country " Myael Lyang". 11 Their scared country had 
no specific boundaries in particular but it was within these territories that they inhabited 
and wondered from time to time. Since time immemorial the Lepchas were traditional 

forest people and were exclusively concentrated in dense forest areas. Their primary 
mode of subsistence was hunting and gathering while cultivation was not so developed 

among the Lepchas. 12 Hence collection was done on daily basis and in the dry season 
when food supply was scarce, gathering was conductej even in large scale. As they 
possessed a highly sophisticated traditional knowledge of the forest habitat they were 
well versed in detecting edible properties in such environment. Generally they were 
omnivorous and ate all kinds of foods, their principle diet mainly comprised of forest 

products like bamboo shoots, honey, wild roots, mushroom, seeds, wild berries, small 

mammals, birds and so on. Another important food resource relied upon was the trees, 
plants, ferns and shrubs, as the early British records mentions that trees covered from top 
to bottom of the hills. 13 The abundance of trees like Katus( castanopisis hystrix), 
Walnuttjuglans regia), Singari Katus (quercus pachyphylla), Malido (eleagus latifolia) , 
Amala( emblica officimalis), Nebara(ficus hookeri), Lapchae phal (machilus edulis) ,etc. 14 

substantiated the articles of food. The skills of collecting these wild fruits and their 
knowledge on edible properties protected them in periods of scarcity. Wood was one of 
the primary product used extensively as a raw material for housing, furniture, agricultural 
too ls, musical instruments and numerous other household implements, hence it can be 
assumed that the necessity of wood was greater than that of any other material. ln 

addition other gathered items like wild bulbs, leaves and grass which furnished useful 
nutrients were extensively used as energy resource. As the Lepchas were very fond of 

fermented and spirituous liquors they collected flowers and grains to prepared a kind of 
liquor and drank this at frequent intervals and on longjourneys.15 The tribal way of life in 

the hilly terrain was extremely challenging and during their working condition the people 
often obtained cuts sores and fractures, but expertise on several plants and herbs of its 

medicinal properties completely rejuvenated their strengt~ and healthy recovery. This sort 

of tribal ideas and practices is also very much relevant with that of Ayurvedic traditions. 
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Apart from fruits and roots other food resources included fishing, Lepchas had expert 
knowledge of fishing and often did it with leisure, they caught it through several methods, 

with fishing rods made up of bamboo, by trapping them in bamboo baskets and for large 
catch numerous parasitical plants like Hoya and Chaulmoorgra combined with fems were 
used to intoxicate fish. 16 Hunting was an important source for food and was often said to 

be increased in times of scarcity. Small mammals like rodents, rabbit, 111onkeys, and birds 
was more often killed by using bows and arrows but there are mentions made by 

- 17 
A.CampbeH that even elephants and rhinoceros were also consumed by the Lepchas. 
Though th_e standard of agriculture was rudimentary, cultivable land was prepared by 
clearing a plot of forest area with their huts for two to three years,18 and cultivated rice, 
paddy, millet, com,_ murwa and few vegetables. 

In absence of any scientific knowledge they totally relied upon the signs of nature 

to notice seasonal change, directions or weather forecast and so on, hence every slightest 
change in nature was -~bserved consciously to perceive a meaningful approach for future, 
there are some instances like "Tuk-Po Pot Boor" or peach blossom indicated the arrival 

of new year, similarly cherry blossom "Kon Kee Boor" informed them to initia,te the 
work of cultivation. Likewise, the flight of migratory birds "Kurngok" along the sky 

during starry nights indicated the cultivation of cucumber, pumpkin and other seeds,etc. 19 

d_ependency upon the natural environment revealed their knowledge and harmonious 

relation with nature. One of the most outstanding feature of the Lepcha tribal culture .was 
the synchronization of religious beliefs with nature like in any other tribes in India. They 

were animists and regarded "Kangchen Konghlo" 20 popularly known as mount 
Kanchenjunga as their mother goddess, or their guardian deity. Apart from that every 

natural object like the sun, moon, stars, rivers, trees ani animals were sacred to them.2' 
Dietrich Brandis remarked that he found sacred groves numerously existing all over India 

in the tribal societies and consisted variety of trees but were never touched by the axe, 
except whe_r wood was necessitated for religious purposes.22 Such idea of sacred groves 
was also prevalent in the Lepcha society and formed an essential part of their culture.23 

As the entire social and cultural practices were based on religious beliefs with wide range 
of natural object being worshipped, they acknowledged the presence of supernatural 

beings in several places like caves, groves, hills or other such natural objects, they 
notified the specific territory regarding it as sacred. Where no human activities like 
hunting or collecting any kind of food items was allowed. The place was so sacred for 

them that even the slightest of misdeeds practiced in and around the vicinity would 
pollute the entire area. Therefore it must be understood ·that sacred groves was only to 

inculcate fear and respect among their off springs and unknowns. In the hindsight, it was 
also a voluntary and costless deterrence of conservational practice. The so-called the 
watershed management of the British rulers had been actually the crucial element of day 
to day socio-religious practices among the Lepchas. Such unique methods of 

conservationism as practiced can be assumed as a beautiful combination ·of spiritualism, 
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science and education. Sacred grove was 'spiritualism' not to disturb the nature was 
'science' and enlightening the off springs about such practices was ' education ' . They 
were so well versed with such concepts that it indulged each and every member of the 
community and was unanimously respected by the entire tribe. Such pleasant and 
harmonious relationship with the environment affirmed their indigenous tribal qualities 
which makes them primordial environmentalist of the Eastern Himalayas. The way in 
which the Lepchas preserved their self interest and environment provides a classic model 
of ecological wisdom, which can really present a useful strategy to the entire global 
community as a policy of conservation and sustainable resource management. Rituals 
imbibed on the sacred groves not only conserved their forest lands and its resource but 
also enriched their cultural continuity passed on from generation to generation, which 
further affirmed their unique tribal ethos and identity. Whatever may be the colonial 
western understanding of their tribal ethics, keeping in view of time and environment 
provided there can be no denial of the fact that the traditional wisdom, culture and the 

practices illustrated a unique composure of rational human - nature relationship. Such 

forest culture adopted by the Lepchas enabled them to sustain in the wildest woods for 
centuries and denies being gauged simply from a blind primitive point of view. 

Ruptures of Colonial Forest Policy on the Lepchas of Darjeeling: 

The colonial takeover of natural resources were based on the enforcement of forest laws 

that had no hesitation even if it was required to introduce the elements 6f exclusion on 
the groups erstwhile dwelling on the forest. The eastern Himalayas of Darjeeling also 
experience such exclusive policies that profoundly reshaped the ecology of the region .24 

As the region signified a dense coverage of forest area, it was soon realized as a potential 
resource base to serve the requirements of the colonial state. But such initiatives based on 
commercial intent significantly affected the livelihood pattern with the severe magnitude 

on the forest dwellers like the Lepcha groups of the region. 25 Although the Lepchas had 
previously been under the subjection of alien rulers like the rulers of Sikkim ever since 
1642 and · Bhutan in 1707 in the Damsang area,26 one of the major changes that 
distinguish the British rule from the previous rulers was their policy of direct intervention 
through absolute control over the forest lands, restrictiig the traditional usage rights. 
Never before had the Lepchas experienced such pattervis of state restriction. The pre 
colonial rulers though exercised their authority over them by declaring them as people 
under the State's control and appointing a local chief such as "Kazis and Ramzams" to 
keep them under the administrative control,27 but never asserted the control over their 
socio-economic practices, nor were the forest and its resources considered as the sole 
property of the rulers or their subordinates. It was completely upon the Lepchas who 
vested absoiute liberty over the forest and its monopolistic utilization. But with the 

British occupation of Darjeeling in 1835, process of the alienation of the Lepchas from 
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the forest came into existence. However, in the early stages of the colonial administration 
there seemed little interest over forest conservation, but soon with the introduction of tea 
pl~ntation industry by 1856 the forests of the region received the maximum wrath.

28 

Eventually with the formation of the Imperial Forest Department of India in 1864 and 
following the Act of 1865, the entire hills of Darjeeling was brought under the Reserve 
category that exclusively curtailed the rights of indigenous commimities.29 This was the 
only District in Bengal to have been branded as the Reserve Forest. Forest officers were 
assigned to survey and prohibit the locals from entering into the forest belts that came 
under this category. Such exclusion of the Lepchas had a severe impact on their 
subsistence pattern with only a marginal claim on forest produce. Hunting, gathering and 
shifting cultivation that comprised as their sole and only means of subsistence were 

totally banned. Meanwhile by introduction of another Forest Act of 1878, further 
. . inclusion of more forest areas into the Reserve category and more systematic 

arrangements in administration were looked upon.30 As the foresters characterized 
'jhum'or the shifting cultivation practiced by the Lepchas as unscientific and against the 
concept of conservation. Soon it was noticed that a considerable nut?ber of valuable trees 
were being felled by the locals for fuel in the hills of Sinchal and Jalpahar of Darjeeling, 
and to safeguard such engagements the government ordered the Lepchas to evacuate from 
the Reserve forest and made alternative arrangements for settlements in the south west 
part of the District, in the area between the Relli and the plaihs.31 Such persuasive 
migrations completely shatter the homogeneity and integrity of the tribe. The forests 

which had been their sacred homes over centuries were demarcated under codified laws 
and people became mere expatriates.32 When Mr Leeds joined as the first full time 

Conservator of Forest of Bengal in 1867, he introduced some proposals to provide the 

forest dwellers with some minor usage rights and suggested for the formation of open 

forest within the reserved tra,cts. The concept of an open forest signified that instead of 
marking the whole tract as re.:i;erve, only some useful areas of the forest could be brought 
into this category, leaving the minor forest products for kcal consumption, and the entire 
forest authority under the state 'control. But after some pr,olonged discussions and failing 

to reach any unanimous bureaucratic conclusions, the idea could not be implemented.33 

Sipce forest products gained considerable amount of market value, huge number of 

~uropean entrepreneurs, retired servicemen and also native people from plains engaged 
themselves in the forest affairs through procuring permit from the Government, but this 
set of new permit holders larg~ly w0rked autonomously outside the preview of the Forest 
Department while operating tlwir business. As theoretical working plans did not accord 
with the biological realities of the forest there were profes;ional instincts of profit making 
that became prominent and recklessly crossed limits of exploitation.34 The colonial 
method of scientific forestry further brought variety of hardships on the Lepchas, the 
mass clearing of natural mixed vegetation and burning of ,savanna grass around the forest 
.largely affected in their daily patterns of livelihood. As the natural mixed varieties of 
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trees and shrubs provided them with ample of food items and materials ranging from hut 

construction to household implements, the commercially valuable trees like Sal,Teak and 

Panisaj regenerated under scientific forestry did not . fulfilled their subsistence 

requirements. Brandis made visits to Northern Bengal both in plains and hills several 

times in 1879 and made radical changes by introducing scientific forestry to maximize 

the value through monoculture of hardwood timber.35 The focus on monoculture of 
species and securing their growth discounted both ecology and local knowledge; few 

selected species like sal, teak and panisaj were intensively given importance. Many 

valuable trees like mahua (bassia latifolia), kendu and various non timber trees were 

extracted. During 1926-1939 most forests were brought under scientific forestry and 

uniform sal plantation was conducted. An indigenous system known as 'Taungya ' was 

brought into practiced by the foresters, this was a system where a small plot of area 

within a dense forest coverage was cleared by felling and burning to create a clear space 

for agriculture.36 Similarly the foresters replicated this :1ative practice of taungya in a 

massive scale not for subsistence farming but for eco'1omic regeneration of selected 

valuable trees denuding extensive areas of forestland, but such practices proved 

disastrous and produced grave results, the natural mixed vegetative composure of rare 

valuable trees, medicinal plants and shrubs were wiped out from the forest belts . Another 

important factor that dislodged the Lepchas was the arrival another group of populace, 

this new group of people came in the form of labourers and workers connected with the 

public works such as construction of roads and other several development works. With 

the flouri :;hment of tea industry in the region, huge amount of labour force was required 

in order to expand the production; hence the Colonial Government further encouraged 

mass migration of workers from the eastern hills of Nepal.37 In this regard demographic 

fluctuations in the region can be simply understood by tbe figures that the population in 

I 850 was 10000, 5imilariy in 1869 it showed 22000 and ,sequentially in the 1881 census 

the population stood 92141 followed by 150311 in 1891 census.38 whereas on the other, 

early records during the initial stages of British occupation of Darjeeling that referred 

the Lepchas to be two thirds out of the total population which in 1941 decreased to 4.6 

percent compared to that of 5.4 percent Bhutias and 90 percent Nepalis, such enormous 

increase of labourers came at the cost of marginalized Lepchas . As the pre colonial 

situation being essentially non competitive and subsistence oriented, there was no thrust 

competitive sharing of resources, but the arrival of much advance Nepali groups really 

gave a set back to the Lepchas. The former unlike the latter were well versed in settle 

agriculture and the Government too favoured such methods of terrace farming and 

provided them with the waste lands for cultivation, gradually w ith the increasing 

population and extension of settled agriculture the aboriginal Lepchas lost their 

ownership of land to the new settlers.39 This passing out of lands of the Lepchas was 

ignored by the local administrators they instead argued that the influx of the outsiders 

wou ld civ ilize and assist to transform the ignorant Lepchas into an advance and 
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industrious race.40 As the Lepchas kept themselves confined into deep denser forest areas 
and engaged themselves in their own traditional patterns of life they penetrated even 
more further to unreserved forest of the adjoining areas. In this connection evidences can 
be substantiated of alienation and forced rehabilitation in the Kalimpong subdivision, 
through records which reveals that in 1920 the Governor decided to clear 999 acres of 
forest land in Lolegoan reserve of Kalimpong division, in order to develop Kal impong as 
a hill station, Another occurrence of deforestation and laQd alienation could be observed 
when an attempt of extending tea plantation in Kalim~ong was , envisaged. A village 
compromising 34 hduses that included seven Lepcha houses substantially depending on 
forest was resettled to the north of Kalimpong. In such situation the head of the Lepchas, 
Tendook Palgar requested the Deputy Commissioner about their pathetic condition. 
Hence A.A Wace, the then Deputy Commissioner made a provision to resettle them to the 
north of Kalimpong. Such misconceived act of colonial oppression upon the Lepchas can 
be simply estimated through this letter of A

0

.A.
0

Wace to the commissioner of Rajashahi . 

"Anxious as I am to secure permanently the interest of Lepchas in this 
district, I cannot shut my eyes to the fact that, as they exist in our 
unsettled tract, they are an obstacle to all improvement in cultivation or 
increase of revenue as regards the Lepchas on the tract under 
reference.I would give them the option of building on 15 or 20 acres 
each where they now are, securing their tntrm1~{ by giving them one of 
our Kalimpong leases, or moving to thf! Lgpcha blocks north of 

Kalimpong on paJ,ments by planter of a libtmil compensation for 
removal ". 41 

In other words there were subverting effects pf the colonial rule curtailing the 
customary rights of the Lepchas and ultimately dislocatini them from their pre colonial 
tribal societies. According to colpQ@I Waddle, a Britjsh explorer who wrote the 
comprehensive book "Among the lfim(J/gyqs " nnnarked that the main reason for their 
disappearance from the Darjeelin~ w~s the For~i;t Department's conservational measures 
which extensively limited their fooc\ r@smm,e& mid forced them to migrate into the 
unreserved forest of Bhutan and Nepal. W,W. Bunter too accounted similar descriptions 
for the diminishment of the Lepchas.~i According to '. him the land alienation and 
dislocation was primarily · due to the extending tea plantation and conservational 
arrangements of the Forest Department. 

Although laws to conserve forest largely annihilated tribal behavior and social 
relation concerning livelihood requirements, bµt on the other close affinity between 
human and nature as seen arnoflg the lepchas of the region also cannot be concretized by 
affirming them as ecological conscious conservators of forest. What can be strongly 
assumed is that Lepchas maj~rly functioned and developed a sustainable land and 
resources usage pattern gjyen on th~ basis of the topography and environment provided. 
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Generalized colonial notion that recounted codification of forest laws encouraged settled 
agriculture that led to cultivational progress in India, but such prospects in Darjeeling had 
no empirical footing in respect to agrarian progress, some way or other one may perceive 
a dominant imperial interest dictating agrarian pursuits. Hence it may be speculated that 
in the historical process had the Colonial masters who initially destroyed the forest and 
became self styled conservationists determined a regu 1atory protectionist governance 
would had been a different narrative of discourse on the ecological history of the region. 
The primary factor that brought Darjeeling in the colonial map was the region's vibrant 
environment bearing resourceful vegetation and climatic hospitality. Forest management 
and the impositions in Darjeelin·g and Lepchas in particular revealed blindness and utter 
insensitivity of the colonial Government. Apart from immediate ecological ruptures 
various other disruptive insignia found its continuity throughout the colonial period and 
beyond. The colonial forest policy in the region not only disrupted their sustainable 
economy and livelihood patterns but also instigated a transcending negative impact on 
their tribal ethos, culture, political entity and identity. There would be no ambiguity in the 
fad that the new structure of power based on insular _and irrational ideologies of the 
British rulers jeopardized them to such an extent that within the passage of few decades, 
they became groups of marginalized denizens sparsely. inhabited only in Kalimpong, 
Sikkim, parts of Nepal and Bhutan.43 completely devqid of their language, religion, 
culture, identity and above all political authority in their own sacred lands in which they 
thrived and exhibited a unique example of sustainable human - nature existence at some 

point of time. 
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The Great War and the Movement in Contai (1914-1919) 

Dr. Sankar Kr. Das• 

Abstract: . The War and the national movement in Contai reflects the changes which gradually 
took place in the colonial policy of the British rule, and also in the varying attitudes of the people 
of India towards the British rule. During the Swadeshi movement the · attitude of the Indians 
towards the alien rule remained the same as before. But during the War the Indians became very 
much loyal to the government. The Nihar gives a date-wise list of the meetings in which the 

speakers put before the people the necessity of joining the British Army, a,:id of giving war-loans to 
Britain and of remaining loyal to the government. It was then expected that the War would soon 
come to an end and then the Indians would attain Swaraj i.e. liberty and self government, and 
development in all respects. This time it was found that the Indians started donating to the 
Imperial Relief Fund through Post Offices, and they fdt eager to enlist themselves for being 
recruited for the Army. 

Key words: War, national movement , Nihar, British Army, Swaraj , Imperial Relief Fund, 

The history of the freedom movement in Contai, the south-west sub-division of 

Midnapore in West Bengal, is a history of unique importance. It is unique in the sense 

that in respect of its geographical situation, natural resources and economic strength, 

socio-religious and socio-cultural traits and traditions and also in respect of its historical 

trends and legacies, Contai of the colonial period holds exclusively a place quite apart 
from other parts of India. It is quite certain that in respect of its origin, growth and 
character the freedom movement of Contai constituted an integral part of the all-India 
freedom movement, but at the same time it is also certain that the issues and dimensions 

and dynamics of the Contai movement hold altogether a new picture, and make it clear 

that · the character of the Contai politics in spite of having its all-India general 

characteristics is always, to a very great extent, local. This is the uniqueness of the 
freedom movement of Contai. 

The freedom movement of Contai had a very early beginning. In 1760 Midnapore 
along with Burdw_an and Chittagong came under the sway of the English East Ind ia 

Company and since then the people of the Company's Zamindari in Midnapore had to 
fight tooth and nail against the oppressions and exploitations of the Company' s officials. 

Before that, all Midnapore particularly had to bear the b'runt of the Mughal inroads and 
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the Maratha incursions. It is thus that the eople of Midnapore acquired their much 

valued character of resistance against all sorts of onslaughts. 

With the change of times the course of history was changed. During the first 

century of the Company's rule Bengal experienced very many new things. The police 

administration of the Company established peace and social solidarity. The economic 

experiments and newly introduced measures, particularly the land and land revenue 

measures gave both both good and bad results and restructured the Bengal society. With 

all these came western education, western ideas, ideas of social reform, liberalism, ideas 

of local self- government, democracy and above all nationalism and so also the ideas 

relating to the governor and the governed. As a result of these incomings was Bengal 

awakened. 

The awakening of Bengal was first felt in Calcutra, Howrah, Serampur and some 

other towns, particularly the prominent district towns and sub-divisional towns. The 

district town of Midnapore as well as the district along with its two sub-divisional towns 

namely Contai and Tamluk rapidly came under the spell of awakening and there started a 

new lease of life. Schools of English education were set up . Religious reform movements 

particularly the Brahma movement shook the district. With the spread of the English 

education and with the acquaintance of land lords with the district and Calcutta Courts, 

the wave of national consciousness flowed over the district, and thus Midnapore became 

a new one ready to receive the changes which were to come. 

The newly awakened people of Midnapore by degrees became aware of their 

glorious past, of their heritage and also of the prowess of their historical heroes. The 

Chaitanya cult and its teach ings in repect of the love of man which were imbued by the 

people of Midnapore,particularly those of Contai for a number of centuries, made them 

aware of their social and religious oneness and solidarity. It was in this context that Rishi 

Rajnarayan Bose's Jatiya Gaurava Sampadani Sabha was set up ( 1866). The Sabha did 

much to promote the national consciousness of the people. Again Bose 's 'A Prospectus 
for the Promotion of National Feelings among the Educated Natives of Bengal' (1866) 

igni ted the rising national consciousness of Midnapore. The people of the Contai Sub-

division, particularly the educated elites including lawyers, doctors, businessmen and 

zami ndars - were so alert to respond to the call of the country that shortly after the birth 

of the Bharat Sabha in the six thanas of the Contai sub-division namely Contai, Khejuri , 

Bhagbanpur, Pataspur, Ramnagar and Egra, a number of branches of the Sabha was 

organized. Under the circumstances, the Mahishya community at the behest of the 

Mahishya Samiti acquired a well-knit solidarity and got ready to respond to the call of the 

Samiti for the amelioration of the caste and for the redress of the grievances caused by 

colonial administration . 
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Again when the Curzon deviced to strike at the roots of the Bengali nation and its 
nationalism was in operation, the people of Bengal demonstrated their protests through 
processions, picketings and conferences. It is learnt from the local journal 'Nihar' that 
over the implementation of the boycott slogan the organizers of the Swadeshi Movement 
made a dissension among them. This rift weakened the Movement of Contai. At the same 
time it did one novel thing. It paved the ground for re\-olutionary terrorist activities in 
Midnapore and so also in Contai. 

The Government formulated a plan to partition the district of Midnapore on the 
logic of administrative convenience. But circumstantial evidences make . it clear that the 
partition ofMidnapore was purely an imperial design with ·a view to crushing t_he nation's 
~pirit and the nationalist movement. But so vehement was the protest of the people of 
Midnapore and so sharp and articulated were the grounds against the proposed partition 
that the government had to draw away from the design on the lame excuse of financial 

reasons. It was in this context in 1913 there opened a new chapter opened in the history of 
Contai consequent to a catastrophic flood that made the people socially disrupted and 
economically crippled. Again with this socio-economic cns1s Contai had to face the 
crises generated by the war. 1 

The attitude of the colonial government towards the flood-victims and its 
administrative activities during the pre-flood and post-flood periods exposed clearly the 
hard-hearted nature of the colonial rule. That is why the Contai nationalists put forward a 
number ·of grievances against the government: (i) the government did not organise any 

proper effective prompt relief system; (ii) it did not provide the flood-victims with 
employment; (iii) the embankment and canal systems of the locality all along remained 
neglected, and so there was the over-flooding of the Contiii areas; and the canals could 
not properly discharge the locked waters of the lower area$; (iv) the governmentneglected 

sanitation, health-care and medical facilities of the p@Dple of the flooded areas, and it did 
not take any particular care for supplying pun;; drinking water to the victims, and if this 
could have been done epidemics might h~ve b@en kept under controi2. In addition to these 
grievances the government proposal to rea)ii;;e the loans and revenues at this critical hour 
made the people critical in respect of the government. Besides the government proposal 

to close the gruels after aman-harv~st was very much perplexing to them3
• It was at-this 

stage the lesson propagated in t·he swadeshi-katha sittings that 'a good king's rule is good 
fqr people and a bad kinf s rule is bad' - was very much appreciating to the people. It 
meant that if the alien ruler took proper steps and necessary measures there would have 
been no flood, no famine and no flood generated epidemics. There is no doubt that this 
'puran - katha' lesson implicitly ignited the nationalist spirit of protest of the j:>~ople and 
made them prepared to respond according to circumstances. 

Contai in 1913 as a result of natural disasters wa5 transformed into.a riew Contai, 
totally different from the Contai of the former times, particularly from the Contai of tl~e 
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Swadeshi days. Truly speaking, Contai was now economically crippled. Her society and 

so.cial relations were disrupted. There was no food, no clothing and no medical care. 

Instead there were hunger, starvation, diseases and deaths. There were no mahajani loans. 

Government relief was irregular and insufficient, and local benevolences were only I ittle. 
It was.at this critical stage that there were none to instil in the misery- stricken people the 

hope and confidence of a new life and of new days. In spite of this their stringency they 

hoped against hope. They some-how managed to cultivate their paddy fields; but all along 

they had the apprehension that all their fields might be washed away again as a result of 

heavy rain and by the water coming from the west high lands.4 

In August 1914 the apprehension of the people came true. The paddy fields were 

all submerged due to heavy rains. Besides this natural calamity they faced a terrible man

made calamity, the Great War. The War broke out in August 1914. None knew what 

might come out of the War. At this state of confusion the statesmen of the belligerent 

states particularly those of Britain and the USA with a view to clearing the aims and 

objectives of the War made the public declarations th-it the Allies were fighting for 

liberty, for self-government for the development of all peoples, and for making the world 

safe for democracy. The British Prime Minister Lloyd George repeatedly announced : 

"The Allies are fighting for nothing but freedom" . These solemn and liberal declarations 

from the beginning of the War went on ringing in the ears of the nationalist leaders. So 

they were in favour of showing sympathy and rendering support for Britain. From the 

beginning of the War Britain made an indiscriminate use oflndian ' s men and money and 

other material resources for conducting the War. The Congress made no protest over it. In 

the Madras Conference (1914) the INC adopted the resolution that the Indians should 

support the British Empire in her great peril whole-heartedly and with all loyalty. 

Probably this time it was considered that" England necessity was Indian 's opportunity" . 

That is why the Indian national leaders remained loyal tc the government and thought of 

demanding political reforms as a price for their loyalty. 

This time the national leaders like Tilak and others appealed to the Indians to 

stand by the government with men and money in order to qualify India for Swaraj. This 

appeal of Gandhi to the national leaders created a great sensation all over the country . 

Meetings and seminars were organised to publi~ize the necessity of rendering help to 

Britain. In this connection it is striking that as soon as the War broke out a general 

meeting was convened in the BellyHall at Midnapore to assure the government that the 

Midnapore- people would render loyal services to the government with all sorts of help5
. 

On September 17, 1914 in a meeting convened at the Mukhteer Library under the 

presidentship of .. . the S D O , Contai there was formed one Yuddha Sahayak Samiti ( 
War-Aid Committee) by the respectable persons of the d1strict6

. The prominent members 

of the committee were some big zamindars and the teachers of the 

ContaiHighEnglishSchool and the Contai Model Institution. It is strange that most of 
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these persons before the breaking out of the War were mostly devout nationalists, and 
they participated in anti- British meetings and agitations. But now the tables turned, and 

;., their political colour was now. ·changed; and inost of them with a crusading zeal came 

fo rward to speak in favour of the goyernment, and they asked the people of the locality to 
serve the government with all possible ways and means. Not only that they also engaged 
themselves ,in collecting donations for the Imperial Relief Fund, and in persuading the 
young people to the join the War for the greater interest of the country7. It is thus evident 
that the flow of the national movement was now almost totally checked. On the contrary 
there flowed a strong current towards furthering the interests of a new social class 
composed of zamindars and school teachers. In this War-generated environment almost 
all the zamindars of the Contai sub-division in association with the teachers occasionally 
convened meetings to explain to the people the nece~.sity of providing helps · to the 
government as dutiful and loyal subjects. In those days some might remark that they did 
so only to show themselves off that they were more loyal than the others8

. 

The Nihar gives a date-wise list of meetings held at different places in the Contai 
sub-division. In the meetings the speakers put before the people the necessity of joining 
the British Army, and giving war-loans to Britain and of remaining loyal to the 
government9

. In addition to this they made the people known of the progress of the War, 

and assured them that as soon as the War would come to an end they would attain Swaraj. 
i.e. liberty and self-gov~rnment and development in all respects. All these their sayings 
encouraged and inspired the people; so they willingly promised to donate to the Imperial 

Relief Fund through Post Offices, and they felt eager to enlist themselves for being 
recruited for the Army. 10 

The history of Contai from 1913 to 1918 was a period of great socio-economic 
· and socio-political crises. Occasional draughts and recurrent floods and War-related 

problems made the sub-division economically devasted. Owing to natural and man-made 
calamities agriculture, cottage industries and trade and business of Contai were all ruined . 

So there was only hunger, starvation, diseases and finally sure death. There was no 
employment, even no sufficient relief. At this stage they could not but leave their so dear 
ancestral homestead. Some went away to towns like Kharagpur and Midnapore and to 

some distant unknown places like the Sundarbans and ~o on. Some parents sold their 
children with the expectation that they might get food el.;ewhere, and this was how they 

would live
11

• The Nihar reports (Sept. 21, 1915) that in the Khejuri P.S in 1915 there was 
almost no cooking of rice in ninety per cent houses 12

. Again on October! 2, 1915 the Nihar 

writes that about 90% men were prey to hunger and starvation, and that there was none in 
the sub-division of Contai who could give one handful of rice to any beggar13

• At this 
stage of crisis when a householder found a rent-collector at his door he could not but go 
on shedding tears. 14 
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The socio-political picture of Contai was to a certain extent better. The news of 

the emergence of Gandhi and of his reforming activities at Champaran, Ahmedabad and 

Kheda he ld before the helpless and destitute people of Contai hopes of a new life. They 

eagerly . expected that their hard times under the cruel and hard-hearted rule of the 

colonial government would surely come to an end if a new leader would appear with the 

prospect of a new course of life and instil in them the faith and confidence of a free life 

free from their present crises. It was in this context the advent of Gandhi in the arena of 

national politics held before the disillusioned Indians bright promises relating to the 

fulfillment of their expectations. 
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· Maldah 1925 - 1934 
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Abstract:· Focusing' on Maldah, a northern district of Bengal, an attempt has been made in this 
work to demonstrate that the complexity of the nationalist movement can be gauged through an in
depth study of the localities. The study attempts to throw significant light on the different facets of 
nationalism. The study draws attention to the view that nationalism was not only marked by a 
series of urban and popular rural protests but was also a struggle where p·eople , in a variety of 
positions, taking a wide range of steps, posed a severe challenge to the British 'authority and 
hegemony. Tile popular struggles, which converged with the Civil Disobedience movement, moved 
.beyond the parameter _of congress programme and threw up their own agendas. Focusing on 
Maldah,. this study throws light on the popular perceptions and translations of nationalism: which 
were.linked up with the desires and aspirations of the adivasi peasants. 

Keywords: Civil Disobedience, Nationalism, Maldah, Barind, Santai sharecroppers? Jitu Santai, 
Popular movements. ' ' 

The Indian national movement is unique in the political history of the modern world. It is 
one of the biggest mass movements of our times, which mobilized millions of people 
belonging to all classes and sections of society throughout the length and breadth of the 

country, Recent trends in historiography of Indian nationalism have shifted analytical 
emphasis to the locality, as the crucial pivot in understanding the history of the wider 
region. It is felt that case studies at the regional, local or micro-level will be of help in 
bringing to light many dark comers of the history of our recent past and that local case 
studies will contribute towards a better comprehension and deeper understanding for the 
unfolding of diverse historical processes, their coexistence and complex inter-connections 
at

0

the all-India leveL · · · 

The aim of the present article is to study the various facets of nationalist 
movement in Maldah, a northern district of Bengal for the period from 1925 to 1942. An 
attempt has been made in this work to demonstrate that the complexity of the nationalist 
movement can be gauged through an in-depth study of the localities. Organized by the 
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local political leadership, the anti-British movement channelized mass discontent drawing 
upon both local and national grievances. This phase of nationalist movement in Maldah 
was very significant because it constituted diverse facets and streams and unleashed a 
variety of protests. The movement was marked with mass articulation of nationalism. 

People became associated with the Congress-led moverr.ent with a variety of hopes and " · 
des ires, bringing their aspirations and expressions to it. People related, assimilated and 
adapted nationalist ideology to their own social and political needs based on their own 

world views and experiences. 

(I) 

The last decade of the twentieth century is marked by the emergence of 

national ist stirrings in Maldah. 1 The rise of nationalist consciousness was, no doubt, 

favored by the spread of western education, development of communications, 

introduction of local self-government as well as formation of Englishbazar (1869), Old 

Maldah (1 869) and some year's later Nababganj (1903) IT!Unicipalities. 

In Maldah, the anti-Partition movement began as an urban middle · class 

movement in which leadership and inspiration were prc-vided by Benoy Kumar Sarkar 

and Radhesh Chandra Seth: The people of Maldah had begun to express their objection 

through numerous meetings against the partition of Bengal and inclusion of the district in 

the proposed province of Eastern Bengal and Assam. Legal practioners, teachers., students 

were active participants of the movement. 

The Non-Cooperation movement thus expanded the constituency of nationalist 

politics by incorporating the hitherto marginal social groups. T!le unrest among the santal 

sharecroppers, discontent among the rural police, no-tax campaign, boycott of law courts 

by the rural populace all were example of the popl\,lar politics, initiative and self 

mob ilization at ~he grass roots level. Indeed, the autonomous santal mobilization ushered 
in a new era by identifying a new constituency, which gradually became formidabl e 

cu lminating in the open revolt of the santals under the leadership of Jitu Santai in the year 

1932.3 

(II) 

The Non-Cooperation Movement confirmed the popularity of the Congress and 

Gandhi' s rise as its undisputed leader. However, Gandhiji suspended the Non

Cooperation Movement in 1922 following the Chauri Chaura incident.4 By the end of 

1923 the Maldah District Congress Committee was in a ·,tate of decline. On the issue of 

Counci l entry, the Maldah Congress workers sided with the 'No-Changers ' . Debendra 

Nath Jha and Atul Kumar were perhaps the only prominent Congress leaders to support 
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Chittaranjan on the issue of Council entry. 5 After the demise of C. R. Das in 1925, a bitter 
factional squabble in the Bengal Congress cropped up between Subhas Chandra Bose and 
Jatindra Mohan Sen Gupta and their respective followers. This factional rivalry had its 
imprint in the nationalist politics of Maldah as well.6 Although the District Congress was 
in a moribund condition during this time, nationalist idea:; remained in circulation among 
various sections of the population. In November 1924, Lord Lytton, the Governor of 
Bengal came to Maldah where he defended the repressive policy of the government in 
very clear terms.7 On the day of his arrival a complete hartal was observed at Maldah. 
The Congress volunteers org-anized the shopkeepers, porters, boatmen and cartmen who 
also participated in the strike.8 The district administration took every possible step to foil 
the strike. The police were ordered to remove the hartal placards. The rperchants and 

shopkeepers \\'.ere asked not to join the strike. However, the effort of the administration 
failed. The town looked deserted on the day of arrival of Lord Lytton.9 

The Barind region, or the other hand, was seething with discontent. The santal 
sharecroppers of Barind believed that the administration was backing the landlords and 
moneylenders who were responsible for their misery. Meanwhile, they had already been 

irked by a series of civil and criminal cases in which they had been faring badly. 10 In 
March 1924, a crowd of about two thousand santals besieged a bevy of eight constables 

. . ' II 
at Gajol hat 'until one of them fired from the musket and scared away the offenders. The 
district administration apprehended that the situation became so worse that the santals 
might confront the administration any day unless some precautionary measure was taken. 

It was observed that the extension of section 49A of the Bengal Tenancy Act failed to 

produce any significant result as the moneylenders' were reluctant to give loans to the 
santals on the security of their land. In such a situation, it was felt, the government would 
h~ve to cpine forward to give loans to the santals to pacif;, their discontent. 12 

. However, the situation did not improve much. The Swarajists led by Kashishwar 
Chakraborty of Dinajpu; took the opportunity and began to organi~e the santal 
sharecroppers. U. Several meetings of raiyats were held in 'the Barind region. In March 

1924, subscriptions were raised to meet the expenses of a visit of Kedar Nath 
Chakraborty, secretary of the Raiyat Association. 14 A meeting of the raiyats was held at 

.- Jagdala in Bamongola p.s. on 18 March 1924. Its object was to stop payment of 
miscellaneous demands of the zamindars beyond the legal rent. This meeting was 
attended by about 1200 santals. 15 Around November 1924, the santals were showing 
signs of restiveness. A meeting was convened on 26 November 1924 by one Sagiruddin 

Sarkar of Noapara in Bamongola p.s. The santal tenants of Jadunandan Choudhury were 
asked not to pay any abwab to the zamindar. This meet' ng was largely attended by the 
santals of Habibpur and Bamongola. Subscription of one anna per bigha was also raised 

~ to cope with the .zamindar. 16 
· 

► 
I 
l 
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The period also came to be marked by unrest and excitement among the students 
and youth political workers in Maldah. In 1927, the Maldah Youth Association was 
established as a response to the call of Subhas Chandra Bose. The leading figures of the 
Association were Atul Chandra Kumar, Jyotirmoy Sharma and Sudhir Kumar Raha. The 
Maldah Youth Association was affiliated to All Bengal Youth Association of Calcutta 17

• 

One of the patrons of the Association was Sarjoo Prasad Behani, president of the District 
Congress. The chief organ of the .Maldah Youth Association was the 'Mahananda' - a bi
monthly journal- published urider the editorship of Sudhir Kumar Raha. The mernbers of 
the Association made use of the Saraswati Library started by Dwarka Prasad ~ehani, son 
of Sarjoo Prasad Behani. This library had a good collection of published work considered 
objectionable . by t~e government at that time. A gymnasium was organized at 

Mokdumpur ostensibly to give training in physical exercise and use of lafhis. 18 

Thus it seems that the younger section of the nationalist .activists in Maldah was 

eager to take part in a fresh spate of nationalist struggle. In }ate 1927 the Tory 
Government in London appointed an all-white Statutory Commiss1011 under Sir: John 
Simon to review the operation of the constitutional system in India. Non-inclusibn of 

Indians in the Commission provoked protest from all the political parties in India and 

resulted in a successful nationwide boycott. In response to the call of Indian National 
Congress, the people all over India observed hartal ·on the day of the arrival of the 
Commission in India. 19 

The boycott campaign was a great success in Maldah. Preparations were. made 
well in advance to make the hartal of 3 February a success. A meeting was held on 30 

January 1928 at the Gandhi Dharmasala to di.scuss on b0ycott of Simon Commission. 

Sarjoo J>rasad .Behani, president of the District Congress Committee, spoke on the 

occasion arid tried. to convince the audience the nature and aim . of the Commission. He 

appealed to the stt!dents and young .men to be untied in their struggle for freedom and 
make hartal a thorough success.20 The hartal of 3 February in Maldah was a success from 
nationalists' point of view. Market, shops, hotels were closed. The students did not attend 
schools. Most of the pl~aders did not attend the court as well.21 .The agitation in Maldah, 

however, continued even after the strike. The District Corgress organized a procession on 

20 .February 1928. The procession started from the Congress office and passed through 
the principal streets of the town .. A public meeting was held on the same day which was 
presided over by .upendranath Moitra, a local pleader of repute. The meeting denounced 
the Simon Commission and resolved to concentrate immediately on the .boycott of British 

textiles. 22 

Thus, the years 1928 and 1929 witnessed significant development in every sphere 
of Bengali life. Besides youth and student, there arose the peasantry and industrial 
workers. Acute economic depression had started in India as repercussion of world 

economic depression (1929 -1933). There was everywhere a feeling of unrest. On 13 
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September 1929, Jatin Das sacrificed his life in his epic hunger strike of 64 days after 
being convicted in the Lahore Conspiracy Case. There was great reaction among the 
people of Bengal after the death of Jatin Das. The people of Maldah too were deeply 
moved by the sacrifice of Jatin Das. On receipt of the news of his death, Atul Kumar, the 
assistant secretary of the Maldah District Congress, circulated printed ·handbills in the 
town to commemorate and pay homage to the martyr.23 A meeting was organized on 15 
September 1929 by the District Congress in memory of Jatin Das. Priyanath Choudhury, 
the secretary of the District Congress and Atul Kumar S)oke on the meeting eulogizing 
the noble sacrifice of Jatin Das for his country.24 Such was the political atmosphere of 
Maldah on the eve of the Civil Disobedience Movement. 

· In such a situation, the Lahore Session of the Congress in December 1929 gave a 
· new voice of militant spirit. A resolution was passed declaring purna swaraj to be the 
goal of the Congress and 26 January 193 0 was fixed as the first "Independence Day". 
With its adoption began the preparation for another civil disobedience25

. 

Observance of the Independence Day on 16 January 1930 was, in fact, a dress 
rehearsal of the Civil Disobedience Movement. From the beginning of the month of 
January 19}0, the Maldah District Congress Committee started preparation for the 
celebration of the Day in a befitting manner.26 With a view to involving the entire district 

. ' 

it formed a central sub-committee for the general propagation of the Congress aims and 
methods as deci~ed at the Lahore Congress of 1929.27 At a meeting held on 13 January it 

was also resolved to establish branch Congress commiti:ees, volunteer corps and khadi 

board. Moreover, Ramesh Chandra Bagchi, a member of the Legislative Council from the 
district resigned. Surendranath Moitra, a member of Bengal Council from the Rajshahi 

district and Satyendranath Moitra, representative of the Rajshahi Division in the Central 
Legislative Assembly also resigned from their respective seats. 28 

The people of Maldah observed the Independence Day with great enthusiasm and 
unprecedented excitement. In . all parts of Maldah national flag was hoisted and the 
pledge of Independence was taken. A massive rally was organized by the District 
Congress at Englishbazar where Sarjoo Prasad Behani, ;:,resident of the local Congress 
hoisted national flag. In the afternoon a meeting was h,~ld where the resolution of the 
Congress Working Committee was read to the people.29 

Mahatma Gandhi's Dandi March from 12 March to 6 April 1930 provided the 
signal, for the countrywide Civil Disobedience. The reverberation of the movement was 
felt in Maldah as well. A meeting was held on 12 March at Araidanga. It was presided 
over by Asutosh Kumar who wished Gandhiji ' s success . Atul Kumar, assistant secretary 
of the District Congress, urged the youths to organize themselves for the cause of the 
nation. He appealed to the students to join the movement and to boycott the 
ex·amination.30 
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Within the district the Civil Disobedience took the forms of violatiori of orders, 
prohibiting meetings and demonstrations under section 144 and picketing of shops selling 

foreign cloth and excisable drugs and liquor. At Englishba.zar almost 200 volunteers were 
recruited and from April to December 1930 they organized picketing before excise shops 

and .shops selling foreign goods. Sometimes they organized Satyagraha before t~e local 
thana with prior notice to the police. Sometimes they assembled in an open place, read all 
prescribed books, and thus stirred the sentiment of the local p~ople against the British 

Raj.31 To make the boycott of foreign goods a success, the M~ldah Congress workers 

persuaded the local merchants not to sell them further. Some merchants signed a pledge · 

to that effect.32 It was recorded in a government report that Congress organization was 
expanded and agitation in the rural areas of the district was 'greatly intensified'. The 

propaganda for non-payment of taxes to the Union Boards was 'widely spread' and 

several Union Board members have resigned.33 

To counter the nationalist upsurge, the disti·ict administration resorted to 

repression. Armed police pickets were posted at various places. A large number of 

Congress volunteers were arrested and convicted. Picketers at the A .C.Institution, 

Maldaha Zilla School and Siddheswari In~titutuion of Chanchal had to endure severe 

police atrocities.34 The police arrested two Congress leaders Ramesh Chandra Bagchi and 

Ramesh Chandra Ghosh on 11 July 1930.35 Ramesh Chandra Bagchi had earlier resigned 

from his seat in Provincial Legislciture. Atul Chandra Kumar, the youth leader of the 

di5trict Congress, was arrested on the '?harge of selling contraband salt. He refused to be 

released on bail though offered.36 Salt was however sold in various areas of Maldah and 

the peoµle purchased it ·from the satyagrahis with great enthusiasm.37 One of the 

significant features of the Civil Disobedience Movement in Maldah was the paiticipation 

of a large number of students and youths in the moverr..ent. The police arrested twelve 

students in Maldah 'on 25 may 1930 who were selling contraband salt and read out the 

book 'Desher Oak' publicly.38 Ramraghab Lahiri and Sudhangsu Lahiri , two youth 

leaders of the District Congress, led a procession . about •fifty young men and students 
carrying national flags. The District Magistrate ordered them to disperse. They defied his 
orders and courted arrest. 39 

The first phase of the Civil Disobedience Movement ( 1930 - 193 1) ended with 

its withdrawal by Gandhiji after his pact with Irwin signed on 5 March 1930. However, 

the movement continued in Maldah even after the Gandhi - Arwin Pact. The eleventh 

death anniversary of Bal Gangadhar Tilak was observed at the Gandhi Dhannasala. 

Pramatha Nath Choudhury, vice-president of the District Congress Committee, presided 

over the meeting. Krishna Gopal Sen, secretary of the Congress Committee, delivered a 

speech advising the audience to adopt the teachings of Tilak.40 

This broader national struggle in urban Maldah had a reciprocal bearing on the 

movement of santal sharecroppers in the Barind region. At that time, the Barind region 
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was seething with unrest. Rising prices, zamindari appropriation of land from santal 
adhiars in fear that the coming settlement would give !ong- standing adhiars a secure 

right to tenancy, widespread evictions, and rent and cess increases resulted in the 
outbreak of intense peasant struggle in Barind. In November 1930, rumour about the 

collapse of the government began ' to pour into Barind from the santals of adjacent 

Balurghat who ,were far better integrated with the Congress movement.41 

In December 1930, the santals · of Barind, under the leadership of Jitu Santai, 

started plundering crops from the fields. They disobeyed the orders issued by the district 

administration asking them to refrain from such activities. Situation became tense; several 

cases were started against Jitu and his men. About 100 santals were arreste.d from Doba 

of Habibpur p.s. and sent to jail. The situation was brought under control by deploying 

armed f~rces in Barind.42 The santals had .noted with grief that while the rest of the 

district was receiving assistance for seeds and weeding, foe santals in Barind were being 

pressed for arrear loans and taxes. ' 

In February 1931, Jitu started collecting subscrii:;tion from people of the locality 

to establish Gandhi Bank to give loans to the santal sharecroppers on payment of Rs. I as 

application fee. A case was filed against Jitu, Gopal Santai of Kokabirni and . Ragad 

Santai of Tulshidanga. They were, however, acquitted on trial for want . of sufficient 

evidence.43 In November 1931, a riot broke out between the agents of the Shah Zamindar 
of Porsha and the santals of Kulandanga of Bamongola p.s. Amin Shah, zamindar of 

Porsha, had purchased land in auction from Maldah Court. When his men came to take 

possession of the land, the santals attacked them with bows and arrows. A case was 

started against the santals and arrests were made. 44 

With the re-launching of the Civil Disobedience Movement in early January 

1932, Maldah once more became involved in it. The movement was renewed with great 

vigour, but evidently evoked less enthusiasm. The goverhment retaliated with repressive 

measures; all front ranking leaders and thousands of volunteers were arrested. Four new 

ordinances were pr,omulgated by the government. Numerous Congress workers were 

served with notice pnder new ordinances. In Maldah, Atul Chandra Kumar, Ramesh 

· Chandra Bagchi,Krishnagopal Sen, Debendranath Jha, Dwarkadas Behani, Priyanath 

Choudhury and Baidyanath Sarkar were served with prohibitory orders.45 In spite of this, 

picketing was going on and meetings were held in protest against the arrest of Mahatma 

Gandhi, Subhas Chandra Bose and Sardar Patel. A procession at Kaligram was organized 

against the arrest of Kasturba Gandhi.46 By defyiPg the orders of the district 

administration, the Congress volunteers observed the Independence Day and hoisted the 
National Flag on 26 January 1932.47 

During 1932, the techniques of the movement were almost the same and it is 

significant enough that women hailing from urban and rural areas rose to the occasion 
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and participated even in the thana-gherao movement to lodge protest against 
misbehaviour and atrocities of the local police. Surendrabala Roy of Harishchandrapur 
led ~ procession of women at Patnitola to hoist the national Flag at the Congress office on 

. 26 January 1932. The police ordered them to disperse which was unheeded. Surendrabala 
Roy an<;! two other women volunteers were arrested. Lat,~r she was convicted, sentenced • 
to 'one year of imprisonment and sent to the Berhampore jail.48 Amongst the other women 
activists names of Sudharani Misra of Shershahi, Tarubala Sen and Uma Roy _ of 

Englishbazar should be mentioned. 

To suppress this nationalist upsurge, the district administration intensified its 
repressive measures. In February 1932, a Congress volunteer named Amulya Ratan 
Goswami was arrested at Kalipur hat while distributing Congress leaflets.49 On 15 May, 
the police raided many houses in Maldah in search of p~ohibited books and leaflets.50 

When Gandhiji started his fast on 20 September 1932 in protest against the proposal for 
separate electorates for the depressed classes, numerous Congress workers followed suit. 
In _Maldah hundreds of people prayed for Gandhiji's success. Debendranath Jha along 

with many other Congress volunteers fasted on 20 September 1932. In the afternoon, a 
large public 'nieeting was held at Station ghat where the speakers discussed the Congress . 
programmes.51 

e 

The success of tb.e Civil Disobedience Movement in Maldah provoked another 
kind of movement threatening the multi-class platform so assiduously nurtured by the 
Congress leadership. This type of movement emerged among the santal adhiars .of 

Barind region of Maldah led by Jitu Santai. It is to be noted that the Bengal Congress did 
not come out with concrete agrarian programmes. On occasions, its leaders thought about 

and devised plans, but no such attempt was made to formulate them as a coherent policy 
to include the agrarian masses in the Congress by way of forwarding their interests. At 
times, it did express an inclination to champion the tiller~ of the soil, but failed to evolve 
an agrarian strategy of mobilizing peasants.52 The Bengal Congress as well as its Maldah 
counterpart continued to be dominated by middle class people with rentier ties, mostly 
urban Hindus. For this reason, the Bengal Congress never sanctioned a no-rent agitation 
on fear of disturbing rural social equilibrium. 

Nonetheless, when Jitu Santai raised his banner of rebellion in 1932 in Barind 

region, his first programme was the stoppage of payment of rent to the zamindars. 53 The 
District Congress leaders did make scattered attempt to mobilize the santal sharecroppers. 
The local officials also blamed 'outsiders' ----the Congress leaders-----for creating a 
disturbance in the tribal belt. In fact, the external manipulation thesis was dear to the 
heart of colonial officials. It was a stereotypical belief that adivasi vi llagers egged on by 
self-seeking politicians perform destructive acts in a fit o1 mindless fury. In this belief not 
only is the possib!lity of any independent initiative 011 the part of the peasant/tribal 
denied, even his actions are depoliticized and rendered free of any underlyir.g rationale. 
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This view consistently refuses to acknowledge both the logic of peasant/tribal resistance 

and its impact on the process of colonial rule. It is not 1ppropriate, however, to view the 

tribal protest as merely motivated by 'external factors'. It is true that the Congress 
leaders, whom the local officials referred to as 'outsiders', gave an impetus to the unrest 

but the tribals responded to the movement with their own beliefs, aspirations and desires. 

The complex interactions between the Congress and the popular agitation shaped the 

movement at the local level. 

· · The revolt of Jitu was organized indepencently of mainstream poljtics. , 

Ho~ever, it is interesting to note that Jitu called himself 'Senapati Gandhi' 54 The santals 
under Jitu derived legitimacy for their actions from the supposed orders of Gandhi. There 

was a popular tendency among the santals to look upon Gandhi as an alternative source 

of authority. Gandhi became the symbol of their hopes and aspirations. Ev.erything that 

was unjust, cruel and oppressive was fought in Gandhi's name. In fact, in the whole phase 

of Jitu's movement, it was Gandhi, and not Congress, whose name was frequently 

invoked. It was Gandhi who emerged as a phenomenon and an aura was getting created 

around him. In Gandhibaba, Jitu saw a saviour of the poor people against the oppression 

of the zamindar-mahajan 55 Lots of rumours centred arornd Gandhi and he was elevated 

to a higher moral pedestal and divinity. In actuality, Ga.ndhi emerged as an alternative 

power vis-a-vis the British. 

In Gandhiraj, as envisioned by Jitu, 'there would be no more zamindars or 

zamindar's rent ... zamindars will be driven away' 56 It was the Raj-the British Raj 

replaced by the Gandhiraj-that had fascinated the santal sharecroppers. They mixed up 

the streams of movement and conceived their own ideas and programmes. Movement 

continued in the name of Gandhi. He was the overlord, while Jitu would be the king and 

in his kingdom, a basketful of paddy would be the tax due to the king. From the local 

newspaper source, one interesting anecdote of Jitu's struggles comes to our knowledge. 

As and when an aeroplane crossed over the sky of Barind region, Jitu told his followers 

that the British power had staged ~ retreat and all the aeroplanes belonged to 
Gandhibaba.57 

In fact, rumours about the collapse of the government had become a dominant 

theme in Jitu's mass mobilization drive: 'the English Raj will not remain, the Desh will 

come'; 'The English Raj has gone'; 'Our Raj , our Desh is coming'; and so on.58 

He situation was thus explosive and it needs but a spark to kindle a conflagration. 

This was provided by the Muslim zamindar of Kotwali . In October 1932 the zamindar of 

Kotwali demanded two-thirds of the crops from the santals.59 At Jitu's instruction the 

santals refused to obey. Jitu spelt out: 'Gandhibaba asked the santals not to pay rent to 
the zamindars. All the lands now belong to santals' . A clash between the zamindar' s 

paiks and the santals took place at Habibpur on 25 Octc,ber 1932. The police rushed to 
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the spot and controlled the situation. The santals found that the government was on the 
side of the zamindar. The anti-zamindar agitation now turned into an anti-colonial 

struggle.60 

In December 1932, a large number of santals marched to Pandua61 and occupied 
the ruins of the Adina62 mosque. Jitu declared that the Adina mosque was in reality the 

63 
temple of Adina th or Siva which was later transformed into masjid by the Muslim_s · . Jitu 
stated that they would perform apuja (Worship) of the Goddess Kali within the mosque. 
At t_he same time Jitu, who now called himself 'Senapati :1andhi', declared the end of the 
British Raj and proclaimed his own government : 'The English has gone. Our Raj , Our 
Oesh is established. We have our own Government. 'Larai' (fight) has begun to drive 

64 
English and Muslims out of barind . 

The santals now resorted to violence. Houses of zamindars and mahajans were 

attacked. Police outpost was attacked at Habibpur. From Habibpur the outbreak spread in 
65 

other areas of barind like fire . The long oppressed santals of barind at last found in it a 

chance of getting free from the zamindars and moneylenders and establishing themselves 
as a free people. A magical vision of the breakdown of English power was projected by 
Jitu : . 'Our bows and arrows will carry three kos and the guns of the English will not 

66 · 
fire ' . 

The district administration_ sent a large group of armed police force to Pandua to 
put down the revolt of santals of barind. The then District Magistrate ordered the santals 

to leave the Adina mosque, but they refused to obey. A pitched battle followed between 
Jitu ' s men and armed police force who opened fire after the santals refosed to come out. 

Six santals, including Jitu himself, were shot dead, while a police was killed by a 
67 

poisoned arrow and some others were wounded . The police entered the mosque and 
arrested the santal rebels. In this task the police were assisted by some zamindars and 
mahajans of Maldah. The prominent among them was Abu! Hayat Khan Choudhury, the 

68 
zamindar of Kotwali . The revolt of Jitu which aimed to establish a Santai Desh came to 
an end. 

The Civil Disobedience Movement in Maldah, as our discussion shows, throws 
significant light on the different facets of nationalism. The study draws attention to the 

view tr.at nationalism was not only marked by a series of urban and popular rural protests 
but was also a struggle where people , in a variety of positions, taking a wide range of 
steps, posed a severe challenge to the British authority and hegemony. The popular 
struggles, which converged with the Civil Disobedience movement, moved beyond the 
parameter of congress programme and threw up their own agendas. Focusing on Maldah, 
this study throws light on the popular perceptions and translations of nationalism, which 

were linked up with the desires and aspirations of the adivasi peasants. The Nationalist 
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ideology was given a particular flavour in the course of its assimilation by the adivasi 
peasants to meet their political aims. The popular translations of nationalism pitted the 

adivasi peasants not only against the colonial but also against their internal exploiters. 

Thus, the phase of Civil Disobedience movement in Maldah, when the movement 

moved out of the confines of the educated sections to assume a mass character, becomes 

very significant in revisiting historiography on nationalism. This study questions the 

binary .paradigm of elite/subaltern nationalism and charts out the complexities of the 

process. It was not the nationalist elites which had taken initiative to organize popular 

protests. In fact even preceding the Civil Disobedience movement, there was a strong 

tradition of popular protests in Maldah, which were independent of the nationalist 

organization. But, at the same time, one cannot overlook ::he widespread political ferment 

at the time of Civil Disobedience movement, which was writ with general defiance and 

contempt of authority that affected the movement. Popular protests intensified and 

radicalized as a result of its interaction with the civil disobedience. Thus this study does 

not accept some of the basic premises of subaltern historians like the duality of 

nationalism (i.e. elite and subaltern nationalism), and popular autonomy. Although it 

accepts the specificity of the popular level and popular translations of swaraj, it 
highlights the process of interaction of nationalism with popular struggles. 
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Khas-kura Nepali and Cultural Consolidation in Darjeeling Hills: 
A Genesis 

Dr. Sujit Ghosh* 

Abstract: With the opening of Tea Industries by British tea planters gradually fltered the racial 
composition of Darjeeling hills . . Immigration of plantation labor hailing from Nepal had .been a 
major fa~tor of the changing of racial composition of Darjeeling hi!ls .. Multi-ethnic Nepali 
community became the majority people in Darjeeling hills. The preponderance of Nepali in 
D_arjeeling hills, the Nepali or Khas-kura speaking people gradually conscious to unify and 
consolidate on linguistic basis. An attempt has been made to search the emergence of r;ulture, 
literature and the process of cultural Consolidation of the Nepali or Khas-kura speaking people in 
~Da~j~eling hills. 

·. keywords: Culture, Darjeeling hills, Immigrants, Khas-kura 

The hills of Darjeeling district is well known today for its sensitive movement. The 
political identity of this area was raised by the great majority of the inhabitants who rely 

more and more upon Nepali dialects and languages. An attempt has been made to show 

the emergence of the Nepali people as a separate cultural group. During the rule of East 

India Company and subsequently during the regime of British Indian Government the 

economic and political cases radically altered the racial composition of the population of 

the hills. In 1835 when this forest tract was given as a token of friendship to the East 

India Company by the ruler of Sikkim it was populated by aboriginal Lepchas.1 In later 

years the Tibetan dominated over the Lepchas. At the outset of the Company's rule there 

was no Nepali population in Darjeeling. In the seventies of the nineteenth century 

Nepalese formed only 34 percent of the population of the district.2 In 1839, Dr. Campb~ll, 

a British Resident in Nepal was transferred to Darjeeling as superintendent. He converted 

this forest tract into a sanatorium. In 1866 Kalimpong was annexed to Darjeeling from 

Western Duars. With this change Darjeeling district reached its present shape. However, 
real development of Darjeeling hills systematically started from the second half of the 

19th century when commercial Tea plantation was started in this region. Tea industries 

brought in large number of immigrants from Nepal to work as labourers. In the regiments 
of the British East India Company Gorkha or Nepali soldiers were enlisted from 1815 and 
in the tea gardens Gorkha or Nepali laboyf~Fs worked from 1865.3 About the middle of 
the l9th century particularly after the Anglo-Nepal War (1814-16) Darjeeling became a 

• Assistant Professor, Department of History, Ananda Chandra College 

131 



great recruiting ground for the British army. The brave, loyal and hardworking Chhetris, 

Mangars, Gurungs and Thakuries (broadly called Gorkhas) were found very suitable for 

military careers. By the close of the first decade of the 20th century as employment 

opportunities opened up in the tertiary sector led to further Nepali immigration. In 
between 1866 and 1881 Nepali population increased by eight times and in between 1881 

and 1941 Nepali population increased by three times. In 1901 it was found that 61 percent 
of the population of Darjeeling was ofNepali origin. According to the census of 1941 and 

1991 Nepali formed respectively 86.8 percent and 94 percent popu~ation of Darjeeling. 

Due to immigration Darjeeling hills became a polyglot or inixed population of 

Lepchas,Tibetans, Bhutias and Nepalese. Darjeeling hills became a polyglot due to 

different people speaking various dialects. As Darjeeling hills gradually were developing 

immigration also considerably increased. No less than 19 different dialects were spoken 

in Darjeeling hills.4 The original inhabitants, probably Lepchas were rapidly outnumbered 

by settlers from Nepal and Sikkim. The Lepchas who were the aboriginal inhabitants 

were not eager to get the opportunities in tea industries or to join in the British army. 

However, Lepchas have a language of their own called Rong -ring. Tibetan is spoken by 

the Bhutias. The immigrated various Nepal tribes like Gurung, Limbu, Khambu, 

Sunawar,Mangari-and Murmi used their own languages in the hills. Though there were 

multi-ethnic Nepali community majority of the inhabitants used khas-kura Nepali as 

mother tongue different tribes hailing from Nepal like Newars, Mangars,Limbus, 

Khambus usually use Khas-kura Nepali for communication outside their immediate kin

groups. 5 Bhutias and Lepchas who have their own mother tongues are generally found to 

be bilinguals and they freely use khas-kura Nepali in their linguistic communication with 

the people not belonging to their own ethnic groups. It is to be noted that nearly one fifth 

of the whole population speak khas i.e Nepali Hindi.6 Khas was a natural form of Hindi 

spoken by t!1e Khas tribe of Nepal who obtained it from the numerous Brahman and 

Rajput refugees in Nepal. The Gurkhas of Nepal used to speak the language that had been 

brought from India between 1200 A.D to 1 SOOA.D.7 The Khas had a large admixture of 

Aryan blood belonging to the proud military order of Nepal, which had adopted the title 

chettri as a caste name. The khas or chettri, the Mangc1rs and the Gurungs were three 

dominant tribes of Nepal, which overthrew the Newar dynasty of Nepal in 1769. Since 

the overthrow of the Newar dynasty in Nepal , Khas or khas-kura as it also called (kura 

merely being an affix meaning speech) had gradually spread throughout Nepal and 

beyond its borders. Khas-kura gradually ousted the various tribal dialects, and became 

current as a lingua franca both in the principality of Nepal and the polyglot district of 

Darjeeling.8 Due to the increasing ascendency of Nepali or khas-kura over the other 

languages in the hills there emerged Nepali linguistic and cultural hegemony. 

Prithinarayan Shah, the tenth ruler of Nepal in his regime issued an order to use uniform 

language i.e. khas-kura as state language of Nepal. As Darjeeling hills became populated 

mostly by Eastern Nepal, Nepali speakers form the largest single group in the Darjeeling 
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hills. The Tibeto-Burman group of the Sino-Tibetan speakers like Lepcha, Tibetan, 

Bhutia, Sherpa has decreased progressively from the beginning of the 20th century 

... because of the adoption of Nepali dialects.9 The phenomenal spread of the Nepali 
language is attributable mainly to its adoption by several Tibeto-Burman linguistic groups 

forsaking their own tongues. By this way the Nepalese became a large, organized and 

vigorous ethnic and linguistic group as numerous small groups of other ethnic stock 

began to be known as Nepali. 10 As Nepali or khas-kura speakers form the largest sing)~ 

group in the Darjeeling hills they realized the importance of the khas-as the best possible 

choice under the circumstances. Thus among the hill people of the district, especially 

among the Nepalese extraction, there was a persistent demand for declaring Nepali as a 

language for official use and for medium of education. 11 

The preponderance of Nepalese in Darjeeling hil:s, Nepali or khas-kura speaking 

population gradually conscious of unifying and of consolidating on linguistic basis the 

khas-kura speaking people: The first outcome of the Nepalese consciousness was through 

the language, culture and literature. It is to be noted that in Darjeeling hills Ganga Prasad 

Pradhan was the great Nepali pioneer in the late 19th century for the cause of Nepali 

language. He had started a Nepali press and was bringing out periodicals, news, letters 

etc. In 1901 he published a newspaper "Gorkhe" from Darjeeling which vigorously 

inspired the khas-kura Nepali people to ventilate their views in their own language. 

Macfarlance, the British official, encouraged the Nepali or Khas-kura language as the 

same was similar to Hindi and having the same alphabets and could easily be available 

from other parts of British India without too much of effort. Later Mrs. Graham of the 

Scottish Mission introduced Khas-kura Nepali as the 1 medium of instruction in her 

primary school. Between 1917 to 1927 most of the Inoian primary schools in the hill 

areas of Darjeeling adopted khas-kura Nepali as the medium of instruction. In 1883 a 

branch of All India Arya Samaj was opened at Chowk Bazar. By this organization the 

Nepalese people not merely spread Vedantic Hinduism, but tried to promote Nepalese 

history, culture, language and literature since its members were mostly Nepalese.12 In this 

context it is to be mentioned that in Colonial India when as a whole the people of India 

were unable to form a nation wise organization, the Nepali speaking people tried to unify 

them on linguistic basis. The earnest efforts of the Nepali speaking people could be found 

very soon and for the cultivation of Nepali language and literature a good number of 

literary organizations were grown up in Dcirjeeling hill:r In thi~ connection it is quite 

pertinent to mention the attitude of the Colonial Gov~rnment towards the people of 

Darje~ling hills. As Tea industrie~ gradu~lly developed )in Darjeeling hills it flourished 

the British economy which wa~ f119§t!y d~pendent upoq the Nepali labourers. So the 
Colonial Government paid attentkm t9 Nepalese social and economy and showed 

negligence towards the natives of tlw O&"jeeling hills. It is quit<r) ~wident from the Annual 

Administrative Report of the Bt)ngal pr~~id~nc;y (1871-72), which stated that the 

Government had done little or nothing for the instruction of the Lepchas and the 
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Bhutias.13 However, in 1918 a notification of Calcutta Gazette was published on July 24th 

which recognized Nepali as a vernacular language in education. Before this notification 
till 1911 Lepcha language was official Language in Darjeeling hills which is severally 
claimed by the Lepchas. 14 In the 20th century the British Government passed some acts in 
favor of the retired military Nepali personnel. Of the laws one of the laws was that 

Darjeeling district was declared a non-regulating district i.e. Acts and Regulation did not 
come into force unless they were specially extended to it. The administration of the 

district was vested in the Governor in Council under Deputy Commissioner and Assistant 
Commissioner. In that time restriction was imposed upon purchasing of land in 

Darjeeling. Because land of the district was occupied by the departments of Government 

or had been granted by Government of private persons or public bodies or a variety of 

conditions and the tenants had no rights to transfer or sublet lands held by them without 

the permission of the Deputy Commissioner. Act was passed that except hill people land 

could not be purchased by other people. 15 However, the non-hill people could get land 

only through lease and Bengal Tenancy Act did not apply to any part of the District. 

Most of the lands of Darjeeling district were under Khasrnahal or the owner of the lands 

was Government. The British Indian Government distributed these lands to the Gurkha 

solders of the British Army. 16 This was one of the facts of the increasing population of 
Darjeeling hills. Besides this in the late 20th century due to the political disturbances in 

Assam and Meghalaya, the Nepalese of those areas migrated in Da1jeeling and Jalpaiguri 
district. 

Thus, in Darjeeling hills the promotion and cultivation of Nepali language and 

literature started. Educated Nepalese took the initiative to make conscious of the 

language. On that line the Nepali Sahitya Sammelan of Judge Bazaar Darjeeling was 

established in 1924. 17 The aim of this organization was to promote and cultivate of Nepali 

language, culture and literature in Darjeeling hills. Similarly very soon The Nepali 

Sahitya Parishod was also established with the same aim and functions . In 1925 the 

Government of Bengal declared that khas-kura was recognized as the medium of 

education in Darjeeling hills. 18 Prior to this event, Mahatma Gandhi , the popular mass

leader belonging to Indian National Congress, in Nagpur session of Indian National 

Congress had given his proposal in 1920 for the adoption of khas-kura Nepali language 

for Darjeeling hills. 19 The declaration of Bengal Government was however, vehemently 

protested by the Lepchas and Bhutias. 20 In 1927 the Bengal Government recognized 
khas-kura. This official recognition created an aspiration among highly- educated Nepali 

speaking population in the Darjeeling hills. 

The gradual recognition of Nepali/ Gurkhali/ Khas-kura language became an 

established language in Darjeeling hills. On the other hand native languages were 

gradually vanishing from the arena of Darjeeling hills . The Gorkha Dukh Nivarak 

Sammelan was founded in 1932 at Darjeeling for rendering all kinds of social service to 
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the poor Nepalese of Darjeeling. One of the avowed objectives of that Organization was 
to eradicate illiteracy and promote education and cultural consciousness amongst the 
educationally backward Nepalese.21 In 1934 on 23 rd December the khas-kura Nepali 
speaking people of Nepali, Lepcha and Bhutia communities formed an organization Hill 

- people's Social Union through a conference to consolidate the people in Darjeeling 
hills.22 The organization became a symbol of the hills integrity. After the formation of 
Hill people's Social Union Nepalese nationalism took birth in the hills and gradually 
disappearing the other languages spoken in the hills. The integrity of the hills revealed 
through the monthly periodical of the organization named NEBULA. By this way the 
khas-kura speaking Nepali people in Darjeeling hills recognized them as Gurkha and 
khas-kura Nepali language came to be known as Gurkhali language. Following the khas
kura/ Gorkhali language there emerged 'All India Nepali Language Organization'. The 
organization by and by persistently demanded for Nepali as official language. This 
demand gradually deepened to be more after indepenjence. Due to the demand an 
enquiry committee was formed that had stated that as th(;) overwhelming majority of the 
people in the hill areas speak Nepali, the District should be recognized as a bilingual one 
and both Nepali and Bengali should be recognized as the District's regional languages.23 

In 1956 the 'All India Nepali Language Organization' had started movemen~ for the 
recognition of Nepali language in the hills. In the meantime in 1964 the Nepali Sahitya 
Adhyayana Samiti .was established in Kalimpong. The Samiti published a q.uarterly 
periodical called Hamra Sanket. 

The gradual demand for the recognition of Nepali as the medium in the hills 
resulted in educational field . In 1962 North Bengal University gave permission to the 
undergraduate level to start khas-kura Nepali. In 1976 Post Graduate degree course 
started in Nepali language in North Bengal University.' However, the most remarkable 

event was that in1976 during the tenure of Suniti kuma:r Chatterjee's president-ship of 
Sahitya Academy Nepali language was recognized by the Sahitya Academy. A committee 
was formed often members constituted Nepali language Advisory Committee in 1976 led 
by Parashmani Pradhan. This was the history of the development of Nepali la,nguage in 
Darjeeling hills by consolidating different languages speaking people. How~ver, by the 
late twenties of the 20th century social workers of Nepali Association, Bhutia Association, 

Lepcha Association and Gorkha dukh Nivarak Sammelan went round organizing libraries 
and literacy centers in Darjeeling hills. The gradual demand raised by the khas-kura 
speaking people in Darjeeling hills achieved in 1992 when constitution of India gave 
recognition to the Nepali language by the 71 st amendment in the 8th schedule. On 20th 

August was a historic day in 1992 celebrated by the Nepalese as 'Nepali Bhasha Manyata 
Di was .The consolidation of Nepali language and literature in Darjeeling hills in the long 
time laid the foundation of separate 1mlitical consciousness. 
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Upendra Nath Barman: The Rise of a leader from Regional to 
National Politics 1898 - 1988 

Tushar Kan ti Barman• 

Abstract: Rise of a leader is not a new phenomenon from ancient period to still today in the whole 
world. Like other parts of the world India also not lagging behind on it. In India various leaders 
came from an assortment of fields which might be for nations, territory, community or any other 
issues. In· such cases Bengal also got many leaders from various issues. Like other political issues 
caste politics has also played a very crucial role in the politics of Bengal from colonial period to 
still today. In contrast northern part of Bengal also played very significant role, where some 
movements like Namasudra Movements, Rajbanshi Kshatriya Movement was held by some 
eminent caste leaders; among the leaders Upendra Nath Barman had played a very imperative 
role in the context of North Bengal as well as for the Nation. This paper is an attempt to observe 
the role of Upendra Nath Barman in circumstance of a Kshatriya Samity leader as well as a 
leader of a nation. 

Keywords: Leader, Caste, Sanskritization, Rajbanshi, Namsudra, Colonial rule, Kshatriyahood, 
Scheduled Caste Party. 

Introduction: 

Regional study has recently gained importance in the study of history, particularly to 
understand the foremost stream history. History of North Bengal has gained importance 
and its given attention by scholars in the recent times and they have tried to consolidate 
the historiography of North Bengal in the socio-cultural, economic as well as political 
perspective. The northern part of Bengal is a multi-lingual, multi-cultural and multi
religious region, for that explanation North Bengal is often called as the 'little India'. 

,,. 

Many historians, social scientist and scholars considered that North Bengal was the ~ 

homeland of Rajbanshi1 community; numerically, they were the second largest Hindu 
caste in colonial province of Bengal as a whole according to the 1901 Census.2 The origin \ 
of this caste is shrouded in mystery and the basic debate is around the question of their 
association with the Koches. Whatever might have been their actual origin, there is no 
dispute about the fact that the Rajbanshi's were the early settlers in northern part of North 
Bengal. They were a socially homogenous community in the sense that there was no sub-
caste among them. Their socio-religious system is indicative of the existence among them 
of a culture and social organization different from the Brahmanical culture, which gave 

• Research Scholar, Department of History, University of NortL Bengal 
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the Rajbanshi a distinct character.3 However, in the traditional social hierarchy of Bengal 

the Rajbanshi's were placed at a fairly low rank, if not the lowest along with the 
Namasudras and others. But the advanced sections among the Rajbanshi's aspired for 

equal social status with the upper castes. It was essentially from this sense of socio

cultural inequality and the consequent quest of higher social rank that the Rajbanshi caste 

movement originated. It is to be mention that social mobility, upward as well as 

downward, of individual castes was a common practice during the pre-British and the 

British period. Generally speaking, lower caste mobilization against upper caste 

hegemony demonstrates two major trends, either the emulation of upper caste culture, i.e. 

'Sanskritization' or the rejection of the caste system. Nevertheless, the Rajbanshi 

community had organized a movement in the name of "Rajbanshi Kshatriya Movement'' 

for rejuvenating the Kshatriyahood among the Rajbanshi under the leadership of 

Raisaheb Thakur Panchanan Barma and his disciples Upendra Nath Barman and others. 

Needless to say, the Rajbanshi's who had been identified by the British Government as 

'Koch' revolted against their being considered a tribe or low-caste by the census officials; 

and under the leadership of Haramohan Khajanchi, Harikishore Barma and afterwards 

Thakur Panchanan Barma and Upendra Nath Barman organized Kshatriyaization 
movement and claimed 'Kshatriyahood' for themselves. This movement had a great 

impact on socio-cultural-economic and political scenario of North Bengal and too some 

extent in parts of Bengal and Assam. Indeed, during the colonial period, particularly after 

the 1930s, when the British Government began to support such lower caste movements in 

order to legitimize India's colonial connection, and even later when the transfer of power 

became imminent in the 1940s, all sorts of realignments began to take shape. However, 

subsequent to the bereavement of Raisaheb Thakur Panchanan Barma, Upendra Nath 

Barman took the leadership and he was the capable leader who served the Rajbanshi 

community and for the nation throughout his life. Not much is known about the works 

and activities of Upendra Nath Barman to all round progress of Rajbanshi community as 

well as for the country. No serious attempts had been made by the scholars, researchers to 

evaluate the role and contribution of Upendra Nath Barman. Nevertheless, there are some 

stray papers and articles but academically it has been not.so much highlighted. Thus, this 

study intends to take up the role ofUpendra Nath Barman as a social reformer through his 

activities. It intends to access the transformation of a regi_onal leader to a national leader. 

In fact, sketch of the life of Upendra Nath Barman is a reflection of the society and 

politics of North Bengal. But, it is also to be mentioned that for the lack of available 

sources this paper is more narrative than analytical in approach. 

The background for the rise of caste leaders: 

In the 'late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century caste movement occurred in some 

states by the distinguished leader due to the ethnographic surveys and Census operations 

and the promise of institutional reforms held out by the Victoria's regime. However, 
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colonial rule created conditions and set progress in mctions for the growth of a non
Brahman ideology and emergence of lower caste movements . Moreover, the western 
education also played a crucial factor for raising such movements because with the 
enlightenment of education some of them became educated and they got the idea of their 
community development. These movements were the results of economic prosperity and 
social ambitions of some upwardly mobile communities, or more precisely for their elite 
leaders who were looking for higher ritual positions in keeping with their newly 

improved secular status. In the first stage of their movements they aimed only at 
acquiring the symbols of high status. But in the second; their attention shifted to the more 
material sources of high status, i.e., education, employment and political power. For that 
reason we have found such lower caste movement which was led by different 

personalities namely, Jyotirao Phule 's Satyasadhak Sama} (Truth Seeking Society), E. V. 

Ramaswamy Naicker's 'Self-respect' movement etc. From such background the lower 

caste people of Bengal as well as North Bengal also made a distinctive movement for 
their own community. Like Jogendra Nath Manda!, P. R. Thakur leaded Namosudra 
Movement and Thakur Panchanan Barma led the Kshatriya Movement even in the 1930' 
sand the l 940 ' s the Rabhas had made attempts to establish themselves as Sudras within 
the Hindu fold and tried to secure the services of the Brahmin priests. Dhaneswar 

Bhattacharya who took the initiative for upgrading the Rabhas had to face social boycott 
by his well-to-do Rajbanshi clients Oa}mans) .4 This lower caste movement or ethnic 

movement's leader mostly started their political carrier from a regional level or from their 

own community, hitherto some leaders were make ar. massive contribution in their 
community as well as for the country men by their own in_dividuality. 

Upendra Nath Barman and Kshatriya Samity: 

Upendra Nath Barman was born in a substantial peasant family of a village called 
Goalpara within the police station and sub-division of Matha Bhanga of Cooch Behar 
Districts in 31 st March, 1898. He had a bright educational career which began from the 

Keshribari model school of Matha Bhanga and later High English School of Matha 
Bhanga Sub-Division town. He has got the I st Division and Districts champion in Metric 

Examination and received the native scholarship.5 He also got I st Division in B. A. 

Examination from Victoria College of Cooch Behar ancl studied law in Calcutta. In his 

school life he had affianced himself with the well known revolutionary association 
Anusilan Samity, 6 but drifted away from it gradually due to the influence of Kshatriya 
Samity. He had also refused to engage himself in the. Gandhian non-co-operation 
movement (1920-1922 A. D.).7 Raisaheb Thakur Panchanan Barma, the Rajbanshi leader 
considered as the 'Vidyasagar' of the Rajbanshi community and the most imperative 

leader of Kshatriya Movement also called the father of Rajbanshi Community was his 

"Guru". He was very close to Raisaheb Panchanan Banna like Jyotirao Phule's close 
associate Gopal Baba Valangkar.8 ·For that reason he was attended the all India 
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'Kshatriya Sammelan' two times from Jalpaiguri which was held at Alwer and Indore 

respectively in 1924 and 1928.9 Upendra Nath Barman also too much dedicated for his 

community and kshatriya Samity, he has narrated in his autobiography how he joined in 

the Kshatriya Samity due to the charisma of Raisaheb Thakur Panchanan Barma's 

valuable vocalizations at Raichengi Taluk of Cooch Behar in a conference. 

In this conference the dynamic leader of Kshatriya Movement Thakur Panchanan 

Barma gave his dialogue with great fanaticism near about two hours. But unexpectedly 

Panchanan Barma ordered him with the statement that -"Upen ala tui ka"10 
( Upen (U.N. 

Barman), now you say), in that case Upendra Nath Barman address about Kshatriya 

Samity with the allusion of valuable speech of Thakur Panchanan Barma. It.was the first 

attachment of Upendra Nath with Thakur Panchanan Barma and Kshatriya Samity. Later 

he joined with Kshatriya Samity activity while he was studied at Law 1n Calcutta. 

Needless to say, another reason of his joining with the Kshatriya Samity was the bitter 

experieric•e of Caste humiliation in the Victoria College hostel like Panchanan Barma. In 

his autobiography Upendra Nath Barman has narrated his student days a! the Cooch 

Behar Victoria College during 19 16-20. In the college hostel there were two dining hall 

according to their liking. But one day the hostel superintendent in a notice declared that, 

one hall would be held in reserve for Brahmans and the other for the Kshatriya, while a 

separate arrangement would be made for the students of the other communities for taking 

their food . Upendra Nath Barman protested against this caste discrimination by the 

college hostel superintendent and complained to the state administration. Ultimately the 

matter was ,b ought to the notice of the college principal, who made it clear to the hostel 

superinteodent that "Victoria College hostels not for those who observe caste 
distinction." 11 However, with the interaction of Panchanai1 Barma, Upendra Nath Barman 

made a divergent platform to express him as a leader and till the demise of Raisaheb 

Panchanan·he remained with the associated person of him. With the advice of his 'Guru' 
Ra;isaheb . Thakur Panchanan Barma, he denied the post of "Naib Akilkar" (a post 

equivalen{ ta the post of today's a Sub-Divisional Officer, of a state), in the Cooch Behar 

state in spite of having a brilliant academic career like his Guru. 12 In 1925 after carrying 

out his education from Cooch Behar he was settled in Jalpaiguri as a lawyer and an active 

worker _ of Kshatriya Samity in Jalpaiguri with another leader Madhusudan Roy of 

Jalpaiguri. Upendra Nath stated that, Raisaheb Panchanan Barma advised him to settle 

Jalpaiguri as there was no active leader for Kshatriya Samity. 

Formation of 'Kshatriya Samity' by Parn;hanan :Barma (May 1, 1910) with the 

obje~tive. pf all round ·development of Rajbanshi came to 'the realization that the intended 

social uplift was not possible py keeping himself 11ssociatep with the caste-biased leaders 

of the National Congress, he converted the Samity into a political organization. The 

recommendations in the memorandum sent by Panchanan Barma to the chief secretary to 

the Government of West Bengal on 5th November 1917 in course of the collection of 
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views of the local leaders regarding Indian administrative reforms reveal his actual 
attitude towards the interest of small groups of communities. Conversely, Kshatriya 
Samity contested the election under the leadership of Panchanan Barma who owned the 
election with thumping majority and the Rajbarishi Kshatriya Samity participated in all 
the four elections held in the Bengal Legislative Councih in 1920, 1923, 1926 and 1929 
under the Act of 1919 and achieved striking electoral success. 13 On the contrary, with this 
Samity Upendra Nath involved himself not only in his munificent progress of Rajbanshi 
community rather he made a bridge of all round progress of different communities and 

the c.ountry men also. 

Rise of Upendra Nath Barman as a Political leader: 

As earlier mentioned that Upendra Nath came from Cooch Behar in 1925 at Jalpaiguri, he 
got the position in politics in Jalpaiguri with his own magnetism. It was reflected when 

within six years of his coming to Jalpaiguri he was elected as a candidate of Jalpaiguri 

Municipal election in 1931. Jalpaiguri municipality election, reportedly on the in 
contention from the representatives of the depressed class the Government nominated 
Upendra Nath Barman as a vice-commissioner of municipality. 14 At the initiative of 
Nawab Musharraff Hoissen and Rai Bahadur Bipulendra Nath Banerjee, a mutter written 
by the European tea planters and a known loyalist Barman was also elected to the 

position of vice-chairman of the Municipality in the same year. During his chairmanship 

he took lot of munificent step towards the inhabitants of Jalpaiguri, besides it 's with the 
help of Dr. Charu Chandra Sannyal he has made Harijon Basti (colony) at Jalpaiguri. 

Later in the first election under the Government of India Act 193 5, was held in 193 7. In 

this election Upendra Nath Barman was selected as a Kshatriya Samity candidate. In this 
regard, it is to be mentioned about another leader Madhusudan Roy with whom Upendra 
Nath Barman started his activities in Jalpaiguri with the supervision of Panchanan Barma. 

Madhusudan Roy was a person who was also studied at Victoria College. He was little 
younger then Thakur Panchanan. For his enormous knowledge in English language he 

was prepared the 'memorandum' of Kshatriya Samity. 15 He was the first president of 
Kshatriya Samity and Panchanan was the Secretary. He took the initiative fo r established 

a branch of Kshatriya Samity in Jalpaiguri and for his tremendous contribution the st" 
Annual Kshatriya conference was held at Jalpaiguri in 192 7. 16 On the other hand he was 

associated with tea garden and the only single manager of the tea garden among the 
Rajbanshi ' s. In Jalpaiguri Madhusudan Roy's social position was also prestigious. His 
daughter Bimola Roy was established 'Matrimandir' for gave the women education 
among Rajbanshi Community, this school was also visited by Mahatma Gandhi while in 
1925 he came to Jalpaiguri and gave her blessing for such kind of initiative. 17 From this 

background Madhusudan Roy was entered in politics and got the position of 

Commissioner of Jalpaiguri Municipal Corporation. He was also the member of District 

Board but he was unable to present himself in politics in a victorious politician. Even in 
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1937's Assembly election he did not get ticket of an electoral nominee as a Kshatriya 
Samity candidate, though later he represented in election as an Independent candidate but 
he failed. Conversely, in 1937 election Upendra Nath Barman, the Kshatriya Samity 
candidate in Jalpaiguri-Siliguri Constituency claimed himself as a peasant representatives 
(krishoker Protinidhi) and stress on the deplorable condition of the peasant •irrespective of 
their caste and community affiliation. He got the support of some caste Hindu also and 
succeeds the election very comfortably.18 In the election of 1937 Plough was the symbol 

and Langaler Dabi (the demand of the plough) was the pamphlet for Upendra Nath 
Barman. He spontaneously announced his intent of upholding the peasant's interest in the 

pamphlet. In course of his election campaign of 1937, he focused on the miseries of the 
poor peasants through his poem "Langaler Dabi'' 

After winning the legislative assembly election he emphasized on peasant 
upliftment and education among them. In this connection it is to be mentioned that, 
before independent Rajbanshi Community was mostly dependent on agriculture and it 
was the social prestige of the Rajbanshi Kshatriya. But a distinct change took, place in the 
economy of northern Bengal with the migration of upper. caste gentry into the traditional 
Rajbanshi areas. With the partition of Bengal, there was influx of huge number of 
refugees from East Bengal to the border district of north Bengal. These people coming 
from East Bengal and south Bengal i.e. the bhatias put tremendous press.ure on the land 
based rural .economy. Till the advent of the nineteenth Century most of the land in North 
Bengal was in the possession of the local people i.e. the Rajbanshi's, the Koches, the 
Meches etc. Unlike the upper caste gentry, these local people did not face the problem of 

status inconstancy if they themselves cultivated the land. Not only did they consolidate 

their position as non-cultivating gentry, they also came to form a middle class at the 
village level with holding a vast amount of land and gradually established their monopoly 
over the local administration. Taking advantage of the backwardness of the local 
cultivators or poor riots, they began to exploit them. As ,·esults, many of the Rajbanshi 's 
were turned into sharecroppers in the lands _which they once owned. However, Upendra 
Nath himself belongs to a peasant family, so he understood well the peasant troubles. Not 

only in the pamphlet, in the constituent assembly had he always protested the interest of 
the peasants. Upedra Nath Barman opposed the move when Bijoy Prasad Singha Roy, the 

revenue minister sought to increas.e the revenue on the land in Jalpaiguri and dooars. He 
said "so far as people in the Dooars are concerned they are not at all prosperous ... At a 
time when the agriculturi~ts are smarting under the burden of economic depression and 
cannot clear their arrrws, is just for- the Government to , increase the value of the 
tenures ... ?"19 Through this valuable point of view it might be said that he was not take 
the peasants and his pamphlets as the weapon of election rather he always tried to co
operate and upgraded their socio-economic condition. A significant development in 
Jalpaiguri district during the period was th~ formatic n of the district Organization 
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Committee of the Krishak Samity on 23 rd December, 1938 with Gurudas Roy of 
Manikganj, Dacca, as the Secretary.20 The impact of Krishak Samity soon came to be fe lt 
on the political life of the region. The chief slogans of the Samity were abolition of the 
Zamindari system and land to the tillers. Stopping the collections of Hat to/a or levy by 
Hat owners and Ijaradars from the middle and poor pelc'.sants, lowering of interest rates 
on karja dhan or petty loan taken by adhiars (sharecroppers) from giri. Large numbers of 
poor peasants, adhiars and other sections of rural population attended the district Krishak 
Samity Conference at Maidan Dighi in Boda where the office of the Samity was 
constructed on a 4 Bigha plot of land donated by Nandeshwar Barman, a small peasant. 
In response to Krishak Samity's call, many volunteers marched into the hats with red 
flags and lathis (sticks). The victory of no-tola (tax) campaign in Maidan Dighihat 

enthused the- peasants of Bodo, Debiganj and Pachagarh police station areas. The 
movements led to the stoppage of collection of to/a in hats of the area. On the other hand 

he mainly emphasized on the education of the people to the cabinet government of Fazlul 
Hoque (1937-41). 

Like Panchanan Barma he also realizes very effectively that without education the 
depressed class people were unable to improve themselvts. He also argued that education 
can only be an agent for social mobility if it can provide equal opportunity to all. He was 
painfully aware of the existing backwardness of the community as well as of the fact that 
without an improvement in the educational standers the community would not realize the 
value of social reform. He always emphasized the education among them and it has a 
perceptible thing that he spoke much about free and compulsory primary education for 
the depressed classes of which the Government had no earnest desire as because he 
knows that in the socio-economic perspective they are not ready for taking higher 

education as much as primary education. For that reason he raised the proposal in the 
Bengal Legislative Assembly in the year 193 7 that "It seems that this question of free and 
compulsory primary education is going to be agitated over and over in this house and 
that without any result ... it is duty of this house to see th.,t the agricultural population of 
Bengal who are producing 90 percent of the province must be given their just due. "21 

Alongside he also inspired the people for establishing various schools in the different 
regions of North Bengal even he himself uphold the duty of a president and secretary of 
many schools namely, Jalpesh Lakhikanta High School, Dhupguri High School, 
Helapakri High School etc. For the education of the villagers he always encourages the 
villagers like Raisaheb Panchanan Barma. Nevertheless, with the spread of education the 
aspiration of the Rajbanshi youths also increased progressively. 

On the other hand after winning the 1937 election Upendra Nath Barman was 
invited to speak on the "Ideal and Thinking of the Kshatriya Samity" at the first special 
session of the congress study circle held on 12 December 1937.22 As the political life in 
Jalpaiguri and the adjacent districts of Rangpur anc Dinajpur was the Kshatriya 
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Movement influence of which among the Rajbanshi Hindus, as shown by the election 
result was considerable. Some of the congress leaders were too keen interest on having a 

dialogue with the Kshatriya Samity and in finding out areas of common understanding. 

Nonetheless, Upendra Nath Barman in his speech at the congress study Circle also 

spoken of the links that the Kshatriya Movement had with the rest of the polity.23 In the 

speeches and writings of Barman and other leaders and activist of the movement during 

this phase, the stalwart demonstrated earlier was watered down, if not abandoned 

altogether. The movement, in fact continued to exhibit considerable ambiguity which was 

partly a result of a change introduced by the Act 193 5. It provided for seat reservation for 

the Scheduled Castes and thus conceded a major demand of the Rajbanshi Kshatriya and 

other 'Backward' and 'depressed' castes movement.24 In this regard it should be mention 

that, Dr. B. R. Ambedkar was pleading at the Round Table conference in Landon for the 

provision of a separate electorate for the depressed classes. The Government accepted 

this proposal and announced the "Communal Award", in 1932. Accordingly a Scheduled 

of the backward classes was prepared and in Bengal 15 seats were reserved in the 

proposed Legislative Assemqly for such Scheduled Caste candidates, whom only the 

Scheduled · Caste votes would have the right to elect. The Kshatriya Samity 

wholeheartedly supported this proposal.25 It has to be mention that, after the passing away 

of Panchanan Barma in 1935, Upendra Nath Bannan of Jalpaiguri in collaboration with 

Nagendra Narayan Roy of Rajpur represented the Rajba:1shi's in the Bengal Legislative 

Council and endeavored for their uplift and interest. Their hearts were aroused after the 

Poona pact in 1932 and maintained correspondence and contact with the depressed 

classes of India. It was this continuity of contact that brought dividend in long run. 

Though there was some reservation within the community about the sub-caste status, but 

the Kshatriya Samity convinced them with the agreement that scheduled implies included 

in a 'Scheduled' for electoral purposes and has no relation with the social status of any 

caste Kshatriyas, thus obtained the status of Scheduled Caste and this recognition was 

mentioned by F. W; Robertson in his address on l 5th and 16th conferences of the 

Kshatriya Samity held in Jalpaiguri on July, 1935.26 Thu~ the Rajbanshi led a movement, 

first to become Kshatriya and then Scheduled Caste in · order to safeguard their social 

position and dignity in one hand and economic interest and prosperity on the other hand.27 

Nevertheless, in the 1937 election Pushpajit Barma, Kshatranath Singha from Rangpur, 

Upedra Nath Barman from Jalpaiguri and Premhari Barri1a, Shyama Prasad Barma from 

Dinajpur succeed the election as Kshatriya Samity candidates. For the first time such 

number of Rajbanshi leaders could be sµc;~essful the election.28 After 1937 the congress 

leaders were tried to pursue them tQ joiq the congress for prevents the Muslim league in 

ministerial power. Even in 1938 wh~n Gandhi came to Calcutta, Gandhi requested them 

to join the congress in order to strengthen it, because he thought it was the only national 

organization. But they opposed to join the National congress because like Sir Saiyad 

Ahamed Khan they also thought that congress was an organization of the Upper Caste 
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Hindus and they will not give them much preference. However, Upendra Nath Barman 
and other Kshatriya MLAs initially supported the Muslim-league ' dominated coalition 
government. Out of 36 sub-caste MLAs, 31 including 6 Kshatriya members formed the 
Independent Scheduled Caste (a legislative group) with Upendra Nath Barman as a leader 
and Jogendra Nath Monda! as Secretary. 

1 

" ' 
Apart from this commencing the post 1937 election Upedra ·Nath w@rke.d to 

promote the unity of the Rajbanshi Community, he also attempt to unite froni the 
Scheduled Caste Party (ISCP) in 1938. The Independent Scheduled Caste Members 
formed a separate group in the Assembly. Jogendra Nath Manda!, the general secretary, 
Hemendra Nath Barman wa~ a member of the ISCP in the constituent assemb_ly of 

Bengal.29 Frbm among the Rajbanshis, Uperidra Nath Barman emerged as the leader of 
the Scheduled Caste Legislative party. Like Panchanan Barma he too understood that 
without protection and reservation in politics, education and administration a backward 

caste could not improve its social position merely by capitalizing on caste pride. Thus 
ISCP under the leadership of Upendra Nath Barman appeared as a _political Identity with 

authority in Bengal. These members generally tried to voice in the assembly the 
grievances of the lower castes and sought to ensure government assistance for the . 
advancement of these people through increased educational facilities and reservation of 
jobs. The Rajbanshi members also followed the same line in favors of their community. 
In the early l 940's being an articulate speaker and leader of the ISCP, under Upendra 
Nath Barman became a Minister-in charge of forest and exercise Department in the 

second cabinet ministry (Decemberl941 to Marchl943)._30 This was the first time that a 
Rajbanshi and someone not from a landowning backgrotnd, was made a minister. Local 
weeklies like Trisota, in its editorial, welcomed his appointment as, a minister.31 The 

District Mahamedan association led by Jaharatullah Ahmed and the district unit of the 
Kshatriya Samity gives him a joint reception.32 Later, on 25 th October 1942, the Calcutt<l-, 
District Scheduled Caste Conference took place, which the Chief Minister Fazlul Hoque . 
had consented to inaugurate. On this occasion the Calcutta District Scheduled Caste 
Federation was constituted with the minister Upendra Nath Barman as the President.33 

However, the second cabinet Government 'by Fazlul Hoque suffered badly, Shyama 
Prasad Mukherjee's resignation from the Ooverii'ments on 20th November 1942, arrival of 
the Cripps . mission for "quite India" m·ovement and formation of the Nationalist 
Government of Tamluk, the famine in the 1943 and scarcity in the supply of food etc. 
made for the weakness of the second Government le,,i by Fazlul Hoque. Finally, • it 
collapses on 31 st march, 1943. After the breakdown of the Fazlul Hoque ministryKhwaza 
Nazimudd in of the Muslim league formed the Muslim league Government ( 1943-45). 
Upendra Nath Barman refused the offer to join with Nazimuddin, he said that "Sir. 
Nazimuddin requested me to join his Govt., I expressed my sorrow and said that I would 
not join the entirely Communal Ministry."34 Though, he did not join but the other 
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Sch.eduled Caste leader namely, Premhari Barman, Pulin Bihari Mallik and Jogendranath 
Manda! joined with Naziamuddin Government. But surprising is that Premhari Barman, a 
representative of the Kshatriya Samity had joined this ministry with the same portfolio 
held previously by Upendra Nath Barman. This was a clear indication of the changing 
direction of the Rajbanshi caste movement and also ofa division within its leadership. 

Subsequent to that, Upendra Nath Barman became . involved in the Hindu 
Mahasabha activities. The Hindu Mahasabha started to spread its politics and 
organization among the Rajbanshi Hindus, Santals, Meches and Christans through a 
variety of activities such as relief work among distressed peasants in Dhupguri and 
Falakata. Suddhi yagna for a Rajbanshi Women alleged to have been kidnapped by 
Muslim miscreants, Suddhi (pure) Ceremony for Santals, re-conversation of Christians 
into Hinduism to organize anti-Pakistan public meeting under the beau of Rajbanshi 
Kshatriya Organization.35 By late 1944 the districts leaders left confident enough to 
convince the all Bengal Hindu Sabha Conference in Jalpaiguri . The Conference, held on 
24th and 25th February 1945, was attended by all India and provincial leaders like B. S. 
Munje, Babaji Khaparde, Shama Prasad Mukherjee and Asutosh Lahiri. Nalini Ghosh, 
the Reception Committee Chairman, delivered the welcome address. Barman seconded 
the Resolution on Pakistan moved by Khaparde calling upon the People to resist the 
Pakistan' proposal by all means.36 

By this time the next ballot vote was on l 9-22nd march, 1946 after the suspension 
of the Nazimuddin Government on 28th march, 1945. During this period India and Bengal 
Government were in complex shape due to several facto_rs. The demand of the congress 
for the complete liberty, demand of Pakistan by the !Vluslim league, the communist 
movement made for some of the difficulties of Indian: politics. In 1946, election the 
Kshatriya Samity set up two candidates Upendra Nath Ba~an and Girija Singha but both 
of them were defeated by the congress candidates- Mohini Barman and Prsanya Deb 
Raikat.37 It is very difficult to say why Upendra Nath Bannan failed to wiri the 1946 
election. He did not write despite which about his failure, but it is not to be wrong 

hypothesis if we mention about his failure reason was responsible for their internal
conflict in Kshatriya Samity. Though, the influence of the Kshatriya Samity was in the 
wane during 1940's partly because ofth~ tkmi§~ of Panchanan Barma in 1935 and partly 
by greater involvement of the R~jbi:mi1hi elites in the nationalist movement under the 
congress leadership. However, fr@m t'1is incident he started to move away from politics 
gradually and concentrated in hi§ !~W)'er busines~, as· a high profile knowledgeable 
person he realize if the peopl~ ct~m•t w~nt him as a representative why he stay in politics? 
But at the sudden death of Prasanya :P~l:> Raikat gf Jalpaiguri constituency in December 
1946, Upendra Nath Barman contested A§ a coqsrnss nominee and got the victory.38 

Though he was criticized by the other Sijrnity le~d@f put he was a pract ical idealist who 
knew how to combine what is desirable with what is possible. He knew that is the 
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political struggle there must be changes in strategy and tactics from time to time. 
However, he again came back in politics; this joining with Congress gave him a new 
platform to present himself as a capable leader of a nation. This was the turning point of 
Upendra Nath Barman's life, from this stage he turned from a Regional leader to National 
leader with combination in the Indian National Congress. It is also to be mentioned that, 

. at the individual level, however, in spite of the Kshatriya Samity's official pro-British 
stand, many of the Rajbanshi elites were in alliance with the congress at different stages. 
An important example of this was Kshatranath, who supported the Kshatriyaization 
movement but at the same time joined the congress party as a supporter of congress he 
had intact in the annual conference of the Kshatriya Samity appealed to the .Rajbanshi to 
join in the nationalist agitation against the British Raj .39 Moreover, in the general election 
of 1946 many Raj banshi contested · the election with the ,support of the Congress against 
the official Kshatriya · Samity candidates. These interactions between some of the 
Rajbanshi elites and the ·congress leaders was perhaps because of the changing equation 
of power during this period which had enhanced the prqspect of the Rajbanshi leaders' 
sharing power with the upper caste elites from within the congress . 

. Upendra Nath Barman's political activity from regional level to national: 

However, the bereavement of Prasanya Deb Raikat enclosed the way for him being 
summoned in the congress and he was elected as a congress candidate in 194 7 to enter the 
constituent Assembly. He was the only person who was selected from North Bengal as a 
member of the forming committee of constitution in 25th November 1949; while 252 
members were nominated for making Constitution under the leadership of ~r. B. R. 
Ambedkar. On the other hand, in 1948 he became the member of Commonwealth 
Parliamentary conference and went to London as a representative of India. In tpe 
Commonwealth conference in his lecture he stressed on the Democracy, Parliamentary 
Government, Provincial Government, Panchayat syste~ in India etc. He stated on 
Panchayat system with this point of view that, " .. . the whole country should be divided 
into small units and modeling it upon our ancient usage in the past, there should be a 
village Panchayat consisting of 500 persons. The man who gives the best social service to 
the Panchayat will be elected by those 500 persons and the next stage will be that out of 
five Panchayat there shall be one head Panchayat who would be chosen for election 
purposes ... In selecting our members in this way, we look at the matter from two points of 
view: (i) From the point of view of the services the man has rendered to the nation before 
he was elected, and (ii) from this point of view he is a person possessed of outstanding 
qualities. lfwe have men of this kind of elected, then we ,think the nation can safely trust 
the Legislature that is ultimately elected, and being committed to majority rule, we shall 
submit to what the majority think is fit and good for the nation. "40 In _the course of his 
valuable lectures the argument about the implementation of Papchayat system became 
very popular among the leaders of India. And finall_y in the year i 952, the first Panchayat 
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election was held in Rajasthan. On the other hand he also gave an international massage 
for all countries to develop their country with this statement, " ... the masses not only of 
India, but of all countries, consist of that somewhat backward section of the community 
who are doing most for the benefit of the nation, namely the agriculturist and the 
industrial workers. We think this is the only system that can give them their rights and at 
the same time be beneficial to the country as a whole. It is not a case of catering for a 
particular class; but for each and every person in the nation. This is a system which can 
be adjusted to the rights of the different parties in the country, and it can evolve and 
develop without causing a revolution in any sense of the word. We have based ourselves 
upon this system of government and we are not going to have any kind of class rule. I 

· think thfs system of government has a great future before it, and I believe the day will 
come when other countries will adopt this system."41 With this precious speech he proved 
that he was the leader of mass people not for the elate. His sympathy about somewhat 
backward section is really a high arrangement. 

After that, at end of the month of January 1949 he was visited Kashmir as a 
representative of parliament for visiting the situation after independence during the 
Governor Generalship of Chakrobarty Rajgopalachari. Within nine members he was one 
of the most important members of the parliament. In this committee after visiting the 
Kashmir situation submitted the defense report to Delhi. In 1950 he went to Rangoon of 

Brahmadesh (now Myanmar) as a representative of India to join the meeting of 
International Rice Commission.42 Then he was the member of parliament and the 
standing advisory Committee of agricultural department with an expert Dr. K. Ramiah, 

Director of Central Rice Research Institute. However, in the IRC meeting he was 
deliberate his lecture and requested to the agriculturist scientist to explore the theory how 
the surplus paddy would be increase more according to the increasing of population. 
Subsequently, from 1950-1952 he was the provisional pa;•Jiamentary member but in 1952 
election he again elected from Darjeeling- Cooch Behar- Jalpaiguri Constituency and 
after that in 1957 he once more elected from Jalpaigud-constituency and remained the 
Member of Parliament till 1961. During the Member of, Parliament in 1959 he was the 
Chairman of Public Accounts Committee. Here he also contributed his valuable motion 
which was reflected while in 1971 in the Golden Jubilee of Public Accounts Committee. 

He was called for as a chief guest but for his poor health he could not attended there, then 
he send a views and Impression on Working and Achievements of P. A. C. for the 
humble request of Golden Jubilee organizer. With this dignitary position in the year 26th 

March 1964 he was elected as a member of West Bengal Legislative Assembly and 5th 

may 1965 he was elected as Deguty Chairman. 

Besides these contribution, Upendra Nath Barman's another great involvement was 

made with the merger of Cooch Behar with the West B~:ngal. In this regard it has to be 
mentioned about the problem of merger with Cooch Behar State. In Cooch Behar there 
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was an organization in the name of Hitasadhani Sabha, it was an organization accelerated 

by the people of Cooch Behar and more or less all the Cooch Behari people were took the 

membership of this Samity. This Samity wanted Cooch Behar to remain independent of 
the Union of India.43 However, the Cooch Behar state Government authorities had 
arrested and these anti-Indian feelings of the members of the State Council and the 
Hitasadhani Sabha have complicated the integration problem of the Cooch Behar State. 
On the other hand after the birth of Pakistan, the lions section of the Muslim members of 

the Hitasadhani Sabha deviated in their Muslim identity they have been inclining to the 

Muslim identity. The Muslim members of the Hitasadhani Sabha tried to materialize 

their dream known as "turn Cooch Behar into Pakistan".44 In this complicated situation. 

the West Bengal Chief Minister Dr. Bidhan Chandra Ray and Sardar Bllav Bhai Patel 

then home minister of independent India wanted the merger of Cooch Behar State with 

West Bengal and on the other hand, the Assamese Rajbanshi leaders Sarat Chandra 

Sinha, (later the chief minister of Assam) and Purnendu Narayan Sinha wanted the 

joining of Cooch Behar State with Assam. From this critical situation the chief Minister 

of West Bengal wanted to know the opinion of the most respected leaders of the 

Rajbanshi community as well as national leader Upendra Nath Barman. In such situation 

Upendrn Nath Barman gave his argument in fervor of tbe merger of Cooch Behar with 
West Bengal. As it has already mentioned he was very close to Panchanan Barma and a 

personality like him was clearly in favors of merger of the state with west Bengal for 

some definite reason. In his book ' Uttar banger Seka! 0 Amar Jivan Smriti' he has stated, 

"When the tug of war on the issue of merger of Cooch Behar was going on, Dr. Bidhan 
Chandra Ray, Chief Minister of west Bengal met me in Delhi and asked for my opinion. I 
myself was a resident of Gopalpur village of Cooch Behar, although I was residing in 
Jalpaiguri and was elected a member of the council by the west Bengal Legislature. I told 
him unresistingly that we the people of Cooch Behar like to remain with West Bengal. I 
subscribed to this view for two reasons- (i) Education in Cooch Behar has been in vogue 
in Bengali for more than hundreds years (ii) Assamest·s and tribal language were in 
vague everywhere in Assam, except in Goa/para Districts, implying there · by that our 
linguistic position will be concerned (( we joined Assam. Besides, I told him that we went 
to remain with the development culture of West Bengal. "4

:; He expressed the same opinion 

to Sardar Ballav Bhai Patel the then home minister of India. However, in the I st January 

I 950 Cooch Behar State, a so called independent state was declared as a district of West • 

Bengal. At the instance of Dr. Ray, he represented before the Kunjru Committee, which 

was making an enquiry at Cooch Behar at that juncture and expressed the same opinion. 

Even in his speech at the parliament on 20th December 1955, he stated, "I myself, is a 
resident of Cooch Behar should remain a separate state under the center or should be 
merged with Assam, I expressed my clear opinion to Dr. Ray that the Cooch Behar has 
been associated with west Bengal for centuries and as s,.,ch Cooch Behar is much more 
intimate to west Bengal than to Assam. "46 However, the congress leaders including 
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Upendra Nath Barman were in favor of merging Cooch Behar with West Bengal. On the 

other hand before 1955 Islampur was the part of Kishanganj under the state of Bihar. But 
in the year 1955, while the state formation was continued with the basis of linguistic 
categories in the meantime Islampur was merge with West Bengal with the strong 
opinion of Upendra Nath Barman in the Bengal Legislative Assembly. Though some 
Hindi and Urdu lingual people and leader like Shyamanandan Sahay, MLA of 
Kishanganj Constituency was opposed this proposal and gave the argument that since 

1947 while Bengal was divided from that point of time the leaders of Bihar were 
demanded Islampur would be merge with Kishanganj. However, as a representative of 
North Bengal his view was considered very crucially in Bengal Legislative Assembly, for 

that reason the Bengali people of Bihar had got the opportunity to keep on the Bengali 

· people of West Bengal.47 

Conclusion: 

Upendra Nath Barman was the second man of Thakur Panchanan Barma. Intended for the 
social and political development he always tried to follow the philosophy of Panchanan 

Barma for his whole life activities towards the society and for the country. He involved in 

the Kshatriya Samity as a social worker and became a most important member of the 

Samity and he could make a new identity of Kshatriyaisitation movement and gave 

inspiration for his various writings like "Rajbanshi Kshatriya Jatir ltihas", "Thakur 
Panchanan Barmar Jivan Charit", "Rajbanshi Bhasar Prabad Prabachan O Heyali" etc. 

which helped uplifting the Rajbanshi society to a new horizon . His writings and activi sm 

succeeded in establishing the Kshatriya movement in a new profile. But besides it ' s, li ke 
Thakur Panchanan Barma he might also realize the importance of reservation for such 
socio-economic backward community and he has tried to promote their social and 

economic status. He joined in politics and became a most valuable leader and tried to 

develop the people ' s condition of Rajbanshi 's and the people of other communities of 

North Bengal. Nevertheless, with the inspiration of Panchanan Barma, Upendra Nath 

Barman took various steps to strengthen of his community like improvement of peasant 's 
status in the socio-economic perspective, development of educational status among 

Rajbanshi's, achieve political rights etc. Even he could realize that without such 

expansion any community is unable to develop in a proper way. For that reason after 

winning 1937s election he did not join Congress, rather he presented himself as a leading 

Scheduled Caste Leader because he wanted to build up these community from their own 

periphery. But later he joined the Indian National Congrc.ss for a new identity in all over 
India and abroad. This reflects the fa,r::iightedness as a po litician. Though he belonged 
from an underdeveloped area like Gmilpara village of Matha Bhanga Sub-Division under 
the districts of Cooch Behar and also from a backward community yet, for his leadership 
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he got the membership of constitution forming committee for making the Constitution. 

Alongside, he also represented as a well-organized leader and expert in various national 

and international committee and conference where he had shown his sincere 

responsibility and love for the country and for the lower caste community. This created 

uniqueness about him and the community also got lots 0f inspiration from him. At this 

juncture he has continued his guru's aspiration because Panchanan Barma wanted to give 
Kshatriyaisitation movement an all India platforms and take the Rajbanshi 's in the 

national level. Upendra Nath Barman could prove himself in the national level rising 

fr?m a regional socio-political background. In conjunction with as an occupant of North 

Bengal he also observed his duty towards the reconstruction of North Bengal in various 

aspects like merger of Cooch Behar, merger of Islampur from Kishanganj, raise of anti

Pakistan voice along with the representation of Kshatriya Samity representative of the 

Indian National congress special session with the title "Ideal and Thinking of the 
Kshatriya Samity" etc. But the leader received recognition lately as he was awarded D. 

Lit Degree from North Bengal University in the year 2001 posthumously. Conversely, 

the road from Jalpaiguri Municipality to Jyogmaya Kalihari is named as Upendra Nath 
Barman Sarani and a bridge has been constructed at Sithalkuchi upcn Dharla River in his 

Name as Upendra Nath Barman Setu. However, it shoul,j not say wrnng that Panchanan 

Barma has rightly chosen his successor and before his bereavement he remarked that, 

"Upen mui to Jang baki kamla tui korish" (Upen the remaining work of mine should be 

completed by you) . So, North Bengal should had leader and social reformer which gave a 

platform for the people of North Bengal towards creating a new horizon which helped to 

enriched the backward section people and remembers Upendra Nath Barman as a capable. 
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overcome the hurdles of the society and had taken a step towards emancipation. ft wants to 
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Since 1980 there is an upsurge of post colonial litera:ure and theory which brought 
subaltern voices in forefront. Many reputed scholars of South Asia have undertaken 
important research and role of the subaltern in the course of history. In the study of 

postcolonial history the term subaltern identifies "the man, the woman and the social 
group who is socially, politically and geographically outside of the hegemonic power 
structure of the colony and of the colonial Mother Country"1

• Therefore, women of the 
nineteenth and twentieth century far from the power structure were practically subdued in 
the andarmahal without education and rights can be well categorised as subalterns. 
Education was denied to the Muslim women in Bengal . They were to receive some 
_elementary education at home and their movement was n ,stricted within the four walls of 
the house. A rigid boundary was drawn between their world and outside. The voices of 
the Bengali Muslim women seemed to be 'invisible' in tpe late nineteenth and twentieth 

century historical discourse. Having becoming objectified and ossified symbols of the 
community honour, Muslim women were confined within the walls of patriarchal 
household and their voices silenced. They were frequently spoken of but never allowed to 
speak about themselves 2

• A few Muslim bhadramahila who have learnt to write with the 

• Assistant Professor, Department of History, University of North Bengal 
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help of some of their family members or received modern education had penned down 
some of their ideas in their writings .. However, the Muslim woinen writers though few in 
number took to voice their thoughts though not revolutionary in their demands, affirmed 
traditional modes of society but their moral actions helped to improve the Muslim women 
in India. 

There is an absence of writings about the Muslim women writers of Bengal of the 
late nineteenth and twentieth century. Few scholars like Mahua s·arkar, Sonia Nishat 

Amin, Meredith Borthwick. and Gulam Murshid have focussed on the efforts of the 
Muslim Bengali women to improve their position in the twentieth century but large 
number of literature highlights the process of emancipation of Hindu Bengali women of 

the time. 

The nineteenth century witnessed the 'Renaissance' in Bengal which touched the 
lives of the Hindus but it was non-existent among the Muslims in Bengal. The Bengali 
Hindus used the western education as a stimulus for their progress but the Bengali 
Muslims were reluctant to take advantage of it. There were the growth of a bhadralok or 

middle class section among the Hindus who used the English education in achieving jobs 
and services like clerkship and subordinate positions (chakri) under the British 
domination and hegemony 3

• The nineteenth century reforms and debates centred on 

Hindu customs like sati, widow remarriage, kulin system or child marriage. There were 
representations of these issues in Bengali periodicals and newspapers. The Muslims, 

however, took to print media much later. Theoretically the Muslim women enjoyed 

more dghts than their Hindu counterparts. Muslim women had a definite share in the 

property of their departed parents or husbands. There were provisions for widow 

remarriage and divorce. But education among the Muslim women was similar to the 
Hindus 4.Women of the middle class elite families or bhadralok (sharif) were denied of 
school education both in urban a11d rural areas. Education was restricted to home in form 
of elementary studies with little knowledge on Arabic, Persian, and Arithmetic. However, 
English education, Bengali, and lessons in modern subjects like Science, History, and 

Philosophy were absolutely out of their reach 5
• However, in 1867, the issue of educating 

Muslim girls was raised at an assembly of the Bengal Social Science Association . Maulvi 
Abdul Hakim of the Calcutta Madrassah dismissed the idea, maintaining that the 
education provided at home wa~ adequate. On the other hand, Syed Ameer Ali stated at 
the All Indian Muslim Education Conference in 1891 that female education should 
advance at the same pace as male education 6

• 

The movement for women's education among Indian Muslims was the product of 
articulate and literary men, participants in other Muslim .educational movements of their 
times. On the issue of women, however, distinctions between the secular and religious 
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pos1t1ons were not always clear. Many writings about and programmes for women's 

education drew upon Islamic intellectual traditions, Muslim patterns of _ religious 

controversy and traditional networks of relationship and patronage. At the same time, 

even the most religiously-minded was not reluctant to adopt organizationaJ forms and 

printing technology from the West 7• ~ 

In the late 1_9th and early 20th centuries a host of papers and periodicals edited by 

Muslims ' adopted a liberal stand on women ' s education . These included the Mussu/man, 
Nabanoor,Mohammadi, Al-Es/am, Sadhana, Bu/bu/, and Saugat. These papers not only 

supported female . ~ducation, but provided a platform for the women writers as well . 

Quite a large .~umber of Urdu magazines for women also came out. In these, women's 

:writings echoed with men's to a certain extent but they also articulated a number of issues 

that were either ignored or discounted by the men 8.There were many writings by women 

in these magazines on issues which were pertinent to women's lives during the first half 

of the twentieth century. The renaissance of reform . and modernization took place 

colonial Bi;mgal which gave rise to new elite Muslim women. The role model for these 

elite Muslim women was the English educated brahmo Hindu women -the bhadramahila. 

Literature in the form of writings became an expression in Bengal i against patriarchy , 

creating new identities and redefining the social structure of the Muslims in 

Bengal.Among such works were the writings of Masuda Rahman,Khaerunnessa 

Khatun,Begum Rokeya, Razia Khatun Choudhurani, Mahmuda Khatun Siddiqua, Ayesha 

Ahmed , Faziltunnessa, Sufia Kamal and Shamsunnahar Mahmud. In such a historical 

backdrop the present writing wants to highlight the writings of few Muslim women 

writers namely Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, Begum Shamsunnahar Mahmud, 

Begum Sufia Kamal and Fajiltunessa who had taken the courage to overcome the hurdles 

of the society and had taken a step towards emancipation. It wants to highlight their 

concept of education, spaces and rights for women and the politics. 

Concept of Female Education and Creating Education Space in Colonial Bengal 

The education for women had been a debate among both the Hindus and Muslims during 

the late nineteenth and twentieth century because education had always served as a 

mediator between the public and private space of the middle class bhadralok women. 

During 1920s questions were raised for the right to education and medium of education 

for the Muslim women.Education was the main issue which was given attention by most 

of the Muslim women writers and considered as the only panacea to the backwardness of 

women in the community during the twentieth century. ~~he prominent person who _took 

to the cause of women's education was Begum Rokeya(J 880-1931) , She was born in an 

aristocratic family. Her father Zahir Mohammad Abu Ali Saber was against the education 

of women, especially about women learning Bengali. Rokeya learnt English from her 

brother Ibrahim Saber and Bengali from her older sister Karimunnisa. She did not have 
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the opportunity to go to school as it was forbidden in upper class aristocratic Muslim 
family 9

• She wrote that, "I never entered the precincts of a girl's school or colleg~ what 
little I have learnt was due to my older brother's love and care ..... ". Rokeya was married 
at the age of sixteen to a widowed civil officer Syed Sakhawat Hossain. Hossain was an 
enlightened man who believed in the education of women, and it was under his influence 
that Rokeya began to write about her thoughts on social issues of womanh9od and 
women's degradation 10

. She wrow a great number of articles and books in her life time 
namely, Streejatir A banati,Adh,angini, Sugrihini, Griha, Burqah, Sultana's Dream', Bhrata 
Bhagini, Abarodhbasini, Padmarag, Narir Adhikar, and many more . In her writings . 
she considered education .as . th~ only remedy for the backward condition of women. In 
her writings, Rokeya described the nature of education that an average Bengali Muslim 
girl received at that time. She wrote, 'the arrangement for education in this country is like 
this: first we learn the Arabic alphabet and after that the recitation of the Quran. Since the 
meanings of the words are not explained, we are expected to recite it like a parrot with 
the help of our memory'~ 11

• She advised Muslims to provide primary education to their 
children along with the Quranic teachings for obtaining real knowledge. She raised the 
important point that all children should be sent to school, girls should be properly taught 
and trained, and women's role should be recognized anddntegrated in the social process. 
She wrote that, 'God has given hands, feet ,ears ,mind and ability to think. If we 
strengthen our hands and our feet through exercise , do good work through our hands , 
make good use of our ears and develop our ability to think, that is true education' 12

. She 
believed that only bookish education without vocational training cannot be the gateway to 
women's develppment. The pragmatic views of Rokeya is reflected in the fact that she 
gave · emphasis on physical training of the girls at home and at school. She wrote in 
lstrijatir Abanatir (The Degradation of Women) to use both the body and mind for 
educational development. She added that, "We are born with certain natural faculties , 
gifted by God , arid to hone these faculties through rigorous training is real education. 
One must aim at both physical and mental, efflorescence and learn how to put to effective 
use of all the organs gifted by God . One should utilize usefully one's hands and legs 
observe carefully with one's eyes, listen attentively with Qne's ears and think intelligently 
with one's brain" 13

. 

Beside publishing aiticles she took to spread the gospel of education among the 
Muslim girls first at Bhagalpur in 1909. By 1911 she moved to. Calcutta and re
established her school there. The Sakhawat Memorial Girl's School started with only 
eight students and by 1914 it enrolled forty. During its annual assembly, some 150 
Muslim women were present , along with a number of Hindu and Parsi women. The 
medium of instruction was Urdu revealing dominance of sharif culture was prevalent in 
Calcutta during the first decades of the twentieth century. Rokeya wanted to impart 
through the school an education that , " they can take up the roles of ideal housewife , 
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mother and woman" 14
• She included physical training in curriculum, and placed more 

emphasis on literacy and practical subjects such as handicrafts, home science and 
gardening 15

. Rokeya viewed education not only as an aid to women's familial role, but 
also as a means of wom'e~'s economic independence. .. 

The life of Begum Shamsunnahar Mahmud(1908-1964) , the capable successor 
of Rokeya also illustrates the grim social picture of educational backwardness of women 

in the Muslim community. Nahar was admitted to the Khastogir Girls High School of 
Chittagong where she excelled in general proficiency. On reaching class six, she was 
unfortunately forced to leave the school. Her neighbours and relatives criticized her for 
attending the school and not maintaining purdah in a grown up stage. When the 

headmistress asked her the reasons for leaving the school , she replied that now she was a 
grown up girl and so she could not attend the school 16

• She wrote in her book Nazrul ke 
Jamon Dekhechi(As I saw Nazrul)that: At a young age of nirie I had to leave school. 
From educational life at home had begun. Years passed by, my classmates, those who 

. ~ere Hindus, Christians and Brahma all moved about freely. Some of them went to 
Calcutta after their matriculation and were admitted to Bethune College and the Diocesan 

College. They wrote to me frequently describing the new world' in front of them. I felt 
that we the Muslims were residents of a dark world whereas they were of the colourful 
world' 17 .She was provided with a tutor to teach at home. While teaching always there 
was a screen hung between the teacher and the student and gradually due to dint of merit 

she completed her studies and passed Matriculation Examination with First Division in all 
four subjects like English, Maths, History and Science in 1926. She wanted to pursue 
further education but again she faced problem as her mother arranged her marriage with 

D~. Waheeuddin Ahmed who cooperated and supported her urge in education. 

Shamshunnahar passed graduation (B.A.) in 1932 from Bethune College. She was 
honoured by Rokeya by the words that , "Nahar stands apart from rest of the graduates
she had to achieve all these besides being involved as a wife paying attention to her 
husband, her children and to the total family household which are not mean 
achievements". Shamsunnahar then started her career as a lecturer in Bengali in Lady 
Brabourne College, Calcutta in 1939 and completed her M.A, from Calcutta University in 
1942 18

. 

Shamsunnahar in her book Punyamoyi (Virtuous Lady) in a preface entit led 
'A tma Katha' (The Talk of the Soul), she called for higher education for Bengali Muslim 
women and abolition of burqah. She in the second edition of the book referred for the 
gradual development of female education in the Muslim community showing the efforts 
of women such as Begum Rokeya had created in the interval of eight years. In the other 
writings she continuously advocated for the education of women. In her essay 'Nari 

Jagaran'(Women' s Awakening), Shamsunnahar deplo,-es the seclusion and literary 
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ignorance of the Muslim women. She writes that "while the husband calculates the 
distance of the sun and the stars from the earth, the wife calculates the length and breadth 
of the pillow cover". She ironically indicates the educational difference between a man 

and women 19
. In 'Shishur Siksha' she reiterates the necessity of woman as future mothers 

should be educated to become b~tter teachers to give the first lessons to the children. She 
wrote the biography of Begum Rokeya in 1937 as "Rokeya Jibani" in a magazine Bulbul 

which also raised greater awareness about education and inspiration to the Muslim 
women. She contributed number of articles in the contemporary magazines namely 
Saogat, Naoroj, Atma Shakti, Muhammadi, Jayati, Diruba and others 20

. 

In the meantime in 191 7 the situation changed as the Report of the Committee on 

Mohammedan Education in Bengal, in its resolution No. 155, held that 'there should be 
in every subdivision at least one special school for Muslir1 girls: that these schools should 

be aided schools that they should be under control of local committees, but Government 
should be asked to bear the total cost of these institutions. The Muslim Legislator 
A.Suhrawardy strongly pleaded for Governmental encouragement for female education 

among Muslims 21 
• Furthermore, the Muhammadan Educational Conference who paid 

lip service to the cause of women's education· for several years after its foundation in 

1885 thereafter, but accomplished very little changed in 1891 when it resolved , that 
necessary efforts should be made towards educating Muslim women. It was felt in this 
context that the intellectual, religious and the moral training of their women was 

essential, as it was they, who could impart the same to their off springs that would foster 

the overall progress of the community and benefit the future generations 22
. Another 

prominent factor which contribute to foster the women'1s education among the Muslim 
community was Begum Khediv Jung.Begum Khediv Jung was an exceptional 
Hyderabadi woman, who had founded the Anjuman-'i-Khawatin-i-Islam or Muslim 
Ladies' Association in 1913, was invited to preside over the All India Muslim Ladies 
Conference in Calcutta in February 1919. She stood for women's education that would be 
appropriate and true to their own traditions. She spoke of the need for some women to 

t earn a living as teachers, doctors or even typists in addition to managing a household. She 
felt that such social evils as excessive dowry and ill tn~atment of widows were issues 

which women were in a position to address and alleviate through organ ization and 
education.23 

In such a background with awareness developing for formal education for 
women Fazilatunnesa (1905-1975)and her writings were example of unconventional 
and unorthodox ideas within the Muslim community. Born in a small town in Tangail, 
Fazilatunnesa' s father, Abdul Wajid Khan held minor j ob on a zamindar' s estate. 
Though a man of modest means, Abdul Wajid Khan recognized his daughter' s 

intelligence and took her to Dhaka for her education. Fazilatunnessa fini shed her 
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Matriculation exams from Eden School, in 1921, and shi~ passed her Intermediate Exam 
with distinction from Bethune College under the auspices of Calcutta University. She 
continued her education under great difficulties. Because she went to cla.ss in a sari, and 
not in burqah, she was stoned on her way to college 24

. Inspite of such obstacles, she 
finished her intermediate education. She wrote to Naseeruddin Shah, the Editor of 
Saugot. who was known as a liberal man in support of women's education: 

'You must have heard the extent of torture I had to withstand during the course of 
my · mission to complete my post graduation. Now I wish to go abroad for high~r 
education. But I have nocapital other than my gritty determination. The Dhaka University 
has declined to send me abroad as I am a Muslim womar.. They fear that Muslim society 
will react to this, with violence, as it is against religion' .25

, 

With the negation from the Dhaka University Fazilatm;mesa had to depend on 
other; economic sources to go abroad to study. She took the help from Naseruddin Shah 

wh0 showed immense courage to support a Muslim women in spite of opposition from 
the conservative section of the society. Returning to Calcutta at the conclusion of her 
degree in Mathematics in England, Fazilatunnessa joined Bethune College, Calcutta, as a 
teacher of math. Soon afterwards,she was chosen as the vice-principal of the School, a 
position which she served in until after Partition in 1947,at which time she moved to 
Dhaka and became the principal of Eden Women's College 26

. She wrote in Saogat and 
one of her essays titled 'Muslim Nari Shikhar Proyojonita '([he Need for Education 

Among Muslim Women).She wrote like her predecessors about the importance of 

educating women. She argued that, "By education ,I do rot refer only to the degrees one 
earns from colleges and universities. We need education that removes the prejudices from 

·me·n's minds and widens them ' . She added that women and men should work together 
.The condition of Muslim women is poor because she has been denied of education and 
her just place in society 27

• 

Sufia Kamal ( 1911-1999) one of the well known proteges of Begum Rokeya as a 
poet and social worker was born in Shaestabad in Barisal in 1911 of undivided Bengal. 
She was a daughter of an affluent family. She did not receive formal school education but 
learnt English, Urdu and Persian at home. She learnt Ben,gali from her mother,who learnt 

it from her father. She read Bengali books secretly part :cularly Tagore and Nazrul and 
watched jatras and milad mehfil , which occasionally took place in her house. Her urge 
and thirst for education could not be checked .28 But soon she was married at the age of 
twelve. After her marriage she continued to read and write in secret and her first piece of 
writing 'Sainik Badhu ' was published in Tarun (Youth) a magazine, which annoyed the 
family members. It was a shame for the women of early twentieth century to write in 

Bengali and publish. She wrote: 
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"Actually we were ashamed of the fact that we wrote. Bengali Muslim women 
writing in Bengali was considered to be a shameful act. Even if they wrote, they did not 
publish their work. It is not known how many women writers have disappeared into 
oblivion. If a woman was writing in our times, it would be a talking point-why is she 
writing in Bengali. '29 

She had the support of her husband but sooner her husband expired in 1933 . 

Instead of staying at her uncle's house in Shyestabad, in the period 1933-1939, Sufia 

came to Calcutta. Naseeruddin Shah , the editor of Saogat helped Sufia to find a 

teaching job at Corporation School in Calcutta. However, such hard work took a toll

Sufia became sick, :and eventually, her friends arranged her marriage to Kamaluddin 

Khan, after which she became known as Sufia Kamal. Even with family responsibilities 

Sufia did not give up her writing career.30 

She was highly inspired by the. writings and activities of Begum Rokeya. She 

expressed her views on self reliance in her speeches :'W·e workecl according to the ideas 

of Rokeya. I am probably the last woman of her century to carry out her message. I am 

also withering away. Still I could not find any way out for my Muslim sisters. We found 

the path clearing the weeds, now you proceed and learn to sacrifice.' She wrote more than 

~07 poems which were integrated into books named Sajher Maya(l 967) (Illusion of 

Dusk), Mayar Kaja! (1967) (Illusionof Collyrium), Mon-O-Jibon (1958) (Mind & Life), 

Uddata Prithibi (1968) (Insolent World), and Diwan (1968) (Collector of Revenue). 31 

Through her writings she emphasized on women's rights and ability to take decision 

which can only come through education. Therefore, the women who came to light of 

education took up the issue of providing education to woMen for the overall improvement 

of the· community. They highlighted the importance of ducation as the only means for 

the nurture of growing minds of the Muslims, 1 

Social Freedom and Rights of Women 

Besides education, the important element for the emancipation of women was social 

freedom which could be achieved with the removal of the restriction of purdah. Purdah 
in Islam however, did not mean that a women should live in seclusion and bear no social 

responsibilities. It gradually developed in the later period to keep women in seclusion. 

This rigid seclusion had attracted the attention of women writers of the period who had 

bitter personal experiences of ·not maintaining the system regularly. Begum Rokeya 

argued that women should come out from the seclusion and secondly educate themselves. 

To educate themselves the women should remove purdah. In her book Abarodhbasini 
(The Secluded One, 1929) she made a collection of women's experiences in purdah. The 

women because of purdah are denied of proper medical care and the backwardness of 
/ 

Muslim community remains in the fact that it has kept their women within the four walls 
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of the hCJUse. In her presidential speech afthe Women 's Education Conference in 1926 
Rokea sar~astically remarked that: "If a dog is crushed to death under the wheels of a car, 
we notice mournful reference in the Anglo-Indian newspapers but for ·- the harem 
imprisoned womeo like us there is noae in India to shed a teardrop>' 32 She in 
Abarodhhasini gave instances to abarodlt and.purdah describing purdah which allows to 
retain their moqesty but abarodh as an extreme form of seclusion which she considered 
completaly non-Islamic and could be Cdmpared to the deadly carbonic acid gas. Since 
carbonic acid causes death painlessly, people do not bother to guard against it. In the 
zenana -(inner quaters) too, hundreds of inmates are dying pointlessly, little by little 
killed ~Y-what ~an be called t~e gas of the seclusion system' 33

. Despite of such bold 
statements against seclusi_on and purdah Rokeya before starting the school for girls wrote 
to the Editor of the Mussalmarz newspaper fur funding a girl's school in Calcutta which is 
in strict observance of purdah.34 She also considered ext~eme veiling and early marriage 
for girls 'as two major impediments to Muslim women 's education.· She defied the so 
called male propagation of strict purdah and in the essay Bhrata~Bhagni (B_rothers and 
Sisters) strongly suggested that "Removal of that artificial restriction keeping women 
confined to homes will lead to·unrestricted spread of education among women. And it 
will then be impossible to arrest the progress of such education ."35 In her venture of 
providing education to girls she adopted some alteration of purdah. In her school the girls 
had to· wear only a head cover inside the school. This new head cover signified a new 
form of modest attire, suitable for the .· JJ\Odemizing women who were entering new 
spaces, where neither the burqah (veil) designed as outdoor wear nor the clothes worn 
inside the house were suitable. But she observed strict purdah in bringing the students to 
school 36

• She offered a free bus for the' s~udents which she made sure was within the 
dictates of purdah. By fitting the windows of the bus with shutter, she wanted to ensure 
that purdah was maintained, however due to lack of ventilation, by that time that the girls 
reached the schools many of them werit :1nconscious. Mrs. Mukherjee, a friend of 
Rokeya described the bus as 'a moving bl~k hole,' and in order to make sure that the 
girls do not fall sick the shutters were replaced by curtains. However, she was criticized 
harshly for this measure and parents reacted with angry letters. She resented and 
condemned the situation by complaining about being born in a fami ly which practiced 
purdah. 37 

Similar views were expressed by women writers like Shamsunnahar Mahmud, 
Sufia Kamal and Fajilatunessa. Nahar in her book 'Punyomoyi ' portrays seven different 
heroic characters of women. In one of essays Mata Ayesha (Mother Ayesha) ·, she 
portrays Ayesha as a heroic women who did not remain in purdah but accompanied 
Prophet Muhammad in the battlefields. She represented _Ayesha as a symbol of courage 
and a co-partner of her husband on equal .ability 38

. Sufia in her writings in Saogat urged 
that women should open their eyes and take an interest in matters as science and 
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technology as well as household works. Though Sufia wore burqah but she eventually 

discarded the burqah at the suggestion ofNaseeruddin Shah and her husband . In response 
Sufia was accused by the critics of encouraging and spoiling Muslim girls by asking them 
to come out of 'purdah'. She sharply negated this attack on her by pointing out that her 
accusers were themselves wear~g burqahs worth 300 rupees over sarees worth I 000 
rupees, instead should use their wealth to benefit the society and Sufia was very bold to 
expose their hypocrisy. Nahar considered purdah as the only obstacle in the in the path of 

women's education. In her essay Nari Jagaran (Awakening of Women) she considers 

seclusion and illiteracy among the Bengali Muslims which made them ignorant in relation 
to human civilization 39

. Fazilatunn~sa, was respectful of religion but she was critical of 

the purdah system. She highlighted that, Islam does not direct women to stay cocooned. 

It rather directs women to acquire knowledge. The system of purdah under false 

presentation of religion is the best of the worst weapons to kill women . It is a strong 
deterrent against women enlightenment and employment. Such social blockades and lack 

of education are pushing the women to the doorway of death. 40 

Besides the women writers of the century there were similar views against 

seclusion of women within the four walls of social oppression were expressed in the 
writing by Abdul Odud and Ismail Hossain. 

Rokeya along with her writings about education and women's rights understood 

the value of creating women's network especially in the cause of social work. She 

established the Anjuman-e-Khawatin-e-Islam in 1916 an organization which would 

educate the poor women both Hindus and Muslims living in the slums. Through the 

Anjuman she devised an adult literacy programme. The members of the Anjuman or 

Anjuman women would teach the slum women about reading, writing , personal hygiene 

and childcare.41 She was inspired by Pandita Ramabai and became the President of 

Narishilpa Vidyalaya and Narithirtha (Women's Institution for Destitute Women and 
Prostitute) in 1927. 42 Rokeya rightly remarked that thcoi misery of women is not only 

because of the patriarchal society but the ignorance, unthinkable and lack of seriousness 

of them towards life. She compared a gold necklace to the dog collar which chains a 

person and keep them in capture.She condemned the attraction of women to gold . She 

tried to create a better space for women in the inner as well as outer world through her 
sincerest efforts. 43 

The writings of Rokeya, Samsunnahar, Sufia Kamal and Fajilatunessa 
highlighted the patriarchal society and the denial of women ' s rights in the society. Rokea 
in her Sultan's Dream visualized a utopian society in which through education scientific 

discoveries and knowledge the women would dominate the men in a Lady!and. It was 

symbolic presentation of a victory of intellectual power over the biological one.44 Sufia 
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Kamal too joined social service by becoming a member of Anjuman-e-Khawatin-e-Is lam 
of Rokeya. She gave up purdah in pursuing social service which made her disassoc iated 
with the family. But this ostracism did not prevent her from social serving by teaching 
vocational skills such as stitching, pottery and handicrafts which effectively would make 
them economically independent.45 Fajilatunessa was greatly influenced by the ideas of 
Romain Rolland and Bertrand Russell., who propagated the truth that what a human 
being most desires, is personal freedom. She stood for the. rights of women in the society. 

Fajiltunessa in her Article 'Muslim Narir Mukti' echoes the same voice that the 
liberation of women means liberation of her own self from the darkness of its social 
custom and religious prejudices continuing for centuries. It needs courage and strength to 
free the Muslim women from humiliation with the help of the youth they can step into a 
brave new world.46 So, Rokeya along with her followers kept on highlighting the 
women ' s right in form of education, freedom, marriage, divorce, property rights and 
others. 

Nationalism and Nationality 

The Muslim women writers were well aware of the political situation of the period. 
Rokeya' s writings as 'The Fruit of Freedom' and 'The Fruit of Knowledge' display her 

call for nationalist movement. But she was critical . towards the male dominated 

nationalist leaders, who were not interested for women's emancipation. She kept herself 

aloof from the nationalist movement for her mission of educating the women. In her book 
Suitar.a's Dream ,written in flawless English affirms that women could be effective 

political rulers.47 Sufia Kamal was inspired by the movements taken by Mahatma Gandhi 
and witnessed in her memoir the iconic figure , encouraging women to participate in 
political resistance through the charkha and khadi movements. She describes in her 

memoir her sense of personal empowerment when she weaved the first saree by her own 
hand on charkha.48 Sufia Kamal had the courage to write condemning the British rule and 
later criticized the incident when in 1952 the Pakistan,' s Government opened fire on 
Bengali students. She also gave refuge to the activists of the 1971 War of Independence 
for Bangladesh.49 Sharnsunahar was actively involved in political development of India. 

She joined the Nikhil Bharat Mahi/a Sammelan (The All India Women's Association) 

and stood for women' s legislative representation after 1935 in the Government of India 
Act. She wrote 'Women's Political Rights in Mahi/a Saogat in 1935 after literate women 

or wives of propertied men had obtained voting rights . She advocated for the reservation 
of seats for women and more representation of women from Bengal. She represented 
Muslim women from Bengal in the International Women's Confererrce held in Calcutta in 
1936 under the auspices of International Council of Women. She spoke on the slow 

progress of Muslim women in education in Bengal.5° Fajilatunessa was an ardent 

supporter of nationalism. She argued that the Muslim children must clearly understand 

that their motherland is not Arabia, Persia, Turkey or Egypt they are Indians. Nationalism 
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.. 
is not founded upon a common religion, but open (sharing) a common homeland 
religion.51 Her writings on Indian nationalism countered the rising Pan-Islamism during 
1920's. She wrote on a united Indian identity which provided a ground for her successors 

to develop in the later decades of the 20th century. 

Conclusion 

For centuries , Muslim women in Bengal region have lived solitary lives of abarodh or 

seclusion. This seclusion provided an opportunity to develop patriarchal domination and 
prevent the question of male dominance. The Muslim elites in the twentieth century were 

drawn to the British educational system and British institutions but it did not address to 

women's liberation. The upper class women had no economic and social role in the 

public domain, led to a total separation of the public and private spheres in the sharif 
society. The writings of these few Muslim women in the 20th century raised question 

against seclusion and patriarchy. It brought to the forefront the voices of women who 

through their personal experiences and obstacles moved towards emancipation. Their 

writings brought to the surface the ideas of education rights, social subjugation and 

nationality. They faced a lot of opposition in writing yet they took the courage to move 

forward. Writing in Bengali was looked down and most of the writers learned secretly 

their mother tongue. Begum Rokeya, who was the first person to start to write inspired 
the others to join. The subjugation, social obstacles, inequality and patriarchy were 

reflected in their writings and it served as a binding factor among them. 

They got spaces to publish with the emergence of Saogat magazine under the 

editorship of Nasiruddin Shah, was a particularly impo~tant milestone in the history of 

Bengali, Muslim women writers. Begum Rokeya became the standing pillar fo llowed by 

the others who inspired for arousing the women from the darkness of seclusion, illiteracy 
and ignorance. Their writings became the inspiration and eye opener for the youths as 

well as women among the Muslims as well as Hindus. The writings were liberal and 

sometimes bold and courageous against the oppression of patriarchy and took a step to 

change the mindset of the contemporary society towards women. Their thoughts on social 
issues of women's degradation _ and rights encouraged women and men to educate their 

girls. Education and social freedom which is an essential ·element for the development of 

a community either Muslims, Hindus or other were given much importance in their 

writings. Their writings bear similarity with the feminist philosophers of the other parts of 

the world. As Simone De Beauvoir, another eminent fem hist philosopher, who in her The 
Second Sex (1956) stated that: "When man makes of woman the other, he may, then, 
expect her to manifest deep-seated tendencies toward complicity. Thus, woman may fail 
to lay claim to the status of subject because she lacks definite resources, because she feel s 

the necessary bond that ties her to man regardless of reciprocity, and because she is often 
very well pleased with her role as the other."52 Rokeya wrote that: "A cow-owner 
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perforates the nose of a bullock to put the harness; our masters in this country have made 

us wear a nose ring set with a pendant. That nose-ring is the symbol of the master' s being 

and presence"53.She urged the women to free themselves from the bondage to the path of 

self-identity and self-reverence: "Rise, oh sisters, rise . ......... . let 's all move forward 

collectively to attain our freedom; the dust of anger will settle with time" 54 
. She added a 

suggestion to men: "Do us this favour, do not do any favour to us" 55 .Furthermore, the 

Muslim women writers also stood for harmony and unity among the communities .S ufia 

Kamal lamented in her memoir about the partition (I 94 7), creation of East Pakistan and 

the violence against women of both the communities. Their writings tried to create a 

bond within humanism in spite of political boundaries between nations.Therefore, the 

thoughts and writings of the women writers of the Musiim community in the twentieth 

century Bengal was in the form of protest against Jatriarchy implanting seeds of 

inequality and was definitely a step towards emancipation of women among the Muslims 

in Bengal. 
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Indian Environmentalism and Tribal Movements 

Avijit Sutradhar* 

Abstract: The history of Indian environmental movement is the study of the struggle for the rights 

over land, water and forests. Environmental movements in /rdia emerged mainly as a reaction 
against the modern economic developmental process initiated by the government. Contextually, 
Indian environmental movements emanated through many diversified issues of social protests such 
as agrarian unrest, forest rights movement, anti-displacement movement, survival related 
movement and movement for proper rehabilitation and resettlement and these movements 
highlighted Indian tribes as victimized group. A considerable figure of tribals was participated in 
these movements for democratization of natural resources. Thus the broad base of Indian 
environmentalism has been constructed. But the role of middle class politics is ve,y significant this 
context. The middle class activists developed tribalism within their organizationdl base and 

directed the mcvement from non-party line. Thus Indian environmentalism took a definite shape 
pertaining to tribalism. The paper is dealing with the intricate relationship between the tribes and 
nature; highlighting how the tribals have been affected by the developmental initiatives taken by 
the government; and depicting the nature of tribal movementsJor the democratization of natural 
resources from historical point of view. 

Keywords: Environmentalism, Tribal politics, Social movement, Development-induced
displacement 

Discourses on tribal politics and Indian environmentalism, in essence, explored many 

events of social resistance for democratization of natural resources. Broadly, these 

academic discourses - highlighted the socio-economic lifestyle of tribals and other 

subaltern masses, exemplified the episodes of age old injustice done to the tribals and 

also depicted the nature of tribal politics of environmentalism. It is asserted that, the 

history of Indian environmental movement is the study of the struggle for the rights over 

land, water and forests and tribals and other marginalized communities are the main 

plaintiffs of such rights. From the ancient past, the tribals and other marginalized 

communities are the sole bearers and porters of 'hunting-gathering' cultures. Scheduled 

tribes and other marginalized communities have been unable to diminish their 

dependence over natural resources for survival and existence even after introducing 

several constitutional provisions that aimed at promoting the affirmative action for the 

tribal people. 1 But due to the acceleration of modem developmental process, the 
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economic and cultural lifestyle of the tribals faced severe threats. As a reaction, tribal 
mobilization and politics took a definite shape on the grounds of agrarian unrest, forest 
rights movement, anti-displacement movement, survival related movement and 
movement for proper rehabilitation and resettlement. All these movements, in one way or 
other, are linked with social ecology and in these movements tribals and other 
marginalized communities are identified as the victimized groups. However, the 
emergence of the politics of middle class activists in that perspective is a coherent socio
political identity based activism that emanates from the outside of 'hunting-gathering' 
society but develops a popular culture that endeavours to protect the tribal way of 
lifestyle against state authoritarianism. Thus theoretical base of Indian environmentalism 

has been developed pertaining to tribalism. 

The paper is dealing with the intricate relationship between the tribes and nature; 
highlighting how the tribals have been affected by the developmental initiatives taken by 
the government; and depicting the nature of tribal movements for the democratization of 
natural resources from historical point of view. 

Indigenous People and their Relations with Nature: Economic, Religious and 
Cultural Lifestyle 

Close interconnection and interdependence between man and nature can be easily sensed 
in the poor and marginalized tribal societies. Such interconnection and interdependence is 
basically economic, religious and cultural. Depending upon forest or natural resources, 
people of a group of marginalized people or traditional communities often practice or 
carry on th~ same economic activities or profession or mode of production or, in the best 
sense, means of survival and subsistence, which ultimately helps to generate social 
integrity within the community. In India, from the ancient past, most of the marginalized 
traditional communities are dependent upon agrarian economy; some of them practice 
)hum or shifting cultivation, settled cultivation etc. Hunting-gathering activities were also 
a tradition in the tribal world. In ancient India, agraria'1 economy as well as hunting
gathering economy was the sources of income for the traditional communities. But the 
colonial exploitation and non-tribal domination evicted the tribals from their ancestral 
dweIJing places, made them marginalized and forced them to rely intrinsically upon 
hunting-gathering economy. 

According to the Tamil heroic poems of Sangam literature, the tribals or the 
descent groups like Kuravar, Vettuvar and Vetar were subsisting on hunting/gathering 
and shifting cultivation; Jtaiyar people were subsisting on agro-pastoralism; Maravar 
lived on predatory means and Paratavar subsisted on fishing and salt manufacturing. In 
ancient Southern India, as Tamil heroic poem depicted, there were several groups of 
functionaries like Ulavar (wet-rice agriculturalists), Toluvar ( cultivators of dry land 
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called Punam and Ena[), Taccar (carpenters), Kollar (smiths), Vanikar (traders) etc. who 

were coexisting and interactions were going on among the various tribes following the 

means of subsisting determined by the landscape of ecosystems that they inhabited. Thus 

social formation was entrenched upon hunting/gathering/fishing, agro-pastoralism, wet

rice agriculture, salt manufacturing, crafts production and exchange as the consistent 

economies. Multiple use of iron was the main source of technological application behind 
all the economies and productive and distributive relations were based on kinship 

relation. 1 It is also evidenced that, since the ancient times the traditional communities and 

other marginalized people are habituated to reside in the remote areas, open space and 

mostly in the areas of richest natural resources, even few traditional indigenous people 

time wise change their dwelling places for the better access of natural resources. 

Arbukahas of mount Abu, Haimvatahs of the Himahyas, Vindyapmulakahs of the 

Vindyas are few mountain dwellers. Kausijakahs of , Kosi, Saindhavas and Sindu
Sauvirahas of Sindhu, Bhadras of the Ganga are the people live on ,the river banks. 

Pasupah and Govindahs are the pastoral people and Marudha!Maradhas are known as 

desert dwellers. Adirashtra, Vanarasyah, Nishad, Mundah, Savarah, Kokuratah (Korku), 

Karusha (Kurukh), Kollagir (Koli), Bhil are identified as forest people and apart from 

these communities, a number of forest dwellers are mentioned as jangalaha, dandakah 
etc.2 

Different tribes and castes groups have many sub-tribes or sub-castes with a 
3 ' 

number of exogamous totem clans. In many context, sub-tribe or sub-castes status has 

been ascertained on the basis of different species of plants and animals. Totemism 

systematically analyses the relationship between groups slich as clans and various species 

of plants and animals. For instance, among the Oraons, the Toppo clan takes its name 

from a bird, the Minj clan from a particular species of fish and the Lakra clan from the 

tiger. Such totemic structure also can be found among the Mundas, Kharias and Hos. 

Tribal people consider certain limits or prohibition on moral or religious grounds with 

respect to the objects of their totems. Tribals do not eat, hark, kill, destroy or even 

domesticate the plants or animals which ascertain their totemic status. The tribals do not 

use anything made or obtained from their totems. They have their reverence towards their 

totems. The particular species of plants or animal that the tribes take as totems are not 

from any one single family of animals, birds, reptiles or plants rather where totemic 

exists; natural objects from all of these families take part in constructing the social 

structure. Thus the tribes make a balance between social and natural order.4 Although 

hunting, one of the means of survival for the tribes, is a natural instinct, apart from the 

totemic values, tribal people control such necessity in respect of nature's cycles of 

production and reproduction. Even most tribal societies apologies to kill the animals to 

which they have to hunt.5 Many of India' s hunters-gatherers (tribal groups) have their 

respect for conservation of natural resources and hence, they believe that certain animals 

many not be hunted between July and October and they impose restrictions on the cutting 
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of particular species of tree such as Sal (Shorea robusta). In tribal societies Sal is 
regarded as sacred and clusters of Sal trees on the outskirts of villages are known as 
'sacred groves' .6 Thus the tribals play an ecological role in context to biodiversity 
conservation. Hunting-gathering economy and agrarian economy of the tribals revolve 
around the forest areas and the forest resources. For example - Bonda of Orissa; Birhor of 
Bihar; Cholanikan of Kerala; Chenchu of Andhra Pradesh; Onge, Jarwa and Sentinelese 
of Andaman and Nicobar Islands are solely dependent upon forests and forests products 
for hunting, fishing, collection of roots tubers, fruits etc. Gatherers use several indigenous 
tools like digging sticks, iron knives, pots and vessels made of mud, wood, bamboo etc. 
Hunters use rope nets and traps, bows and arrows with wooden or irop heads, knives, 
sticks etc. On the contrary, tribes of Northeast India, Orissa, Andhra Pradesh, Madhya 

Pradesh, Maharashtra, Kerala, Karnataka, Sikkim, Gujarat and Bihar practice shifting 
culti~ation in the hilly and forested areas of their habitat.7 For housing tribals use nature 
elements and forest products. Hence, they have mud walls and tiled or thatched roofs 
even considerable use of bamboo and timber as poles and frames can be seen in the 
agriculturalists tribal societies. Materials obtaining from the forest, they produce 

agricultural implements like plough and yokes, devices for lifting water for irrigation and 
threshing and winnowing tools. They make handled and ribbed umbrellas with bamboo 
covered with leaves, wooded waterproof coats, wooden stools, baskets, cups, plates, 
cushions, ropes, mortar and pestles, oil presses etc. form the forest resources. Even the art 
objects, artifacts, musical instruments and ornaments, \Vhich they use, are made from 

forest products. Therefore, the whole material culture of the tribes is rooted in the tribal 

people's dependence on forests and forest produce.8 

Vandana Shiva explored tribal-nature relationship from the ecological and 
economic point of view. Ecologically indigenous and naturalized vegetation provides 
essential life support by stabilizing the soil and water systems. Economically trees have 
been regarded as the sources of small timber, fodder, fuel, fiber, medicines, oils, dyes etc. 
Indigenous medicines are produced from more than 2,000 species of wild and ,cultivated 
plants.9 For the remedies of pain like headache, toothache, stomachache, eye pain, ear 
pain, migraine and the treatment of the diseases like high and ordinary fever, malaria, 

wounds, constipation, diarrhea, dysentery, epilepsy, rheumatism, insomnia, tetanus and 
eczema etc. the Oraons use leaves, roots and barks of plants and trees. Many of these 
plants and trees grow wild in the jungle and some of these are cultivated in the field by 
the tribals. Thus we find a close relation between the nature and the tribal communities in 

the spher~ of the knowledge for the treatment of diseases. 1° Forest areas of Mawphalang 
village of East Khasi Hills district of Meghalaya are known as ' sacred forest' for the 
Khasi tribe. Taxus baccata, a rare species of tree, was found in th.at area. The plant is very 
sacred to the Khasis and they find worth medicinal value on it. In the medical science the 
plant is used . for anti-cancer reactions. 11 Khasis use 57 common abundant and rare 

medicinal plants for the treatment of ordinary and incurable diseases. Khasis use Taxus 
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baccata (Dieng seh Blei is the local name of the plant) for the treatment of tumors. 12 

Therefore, indigenous knowledge system has been developed by the tribal communities 

centering round the forests. 

In the tribal societies, forests have an intrinsic va;ue on their religious beliefs and 

entiments. Many myths of tribal culture placed forests at a very highly dignified 

position. Undoubtedly, usefulness role of the forests is the motivating factor behind such 
sacredness belief and their urge for the protection or conservation of forests and even of 

other ~atural objects. Didayis of Orissa believe that when the world was destroyed by a 

flood, the supreme deity made a new world without trees. As a result, people faced 

d ifficulties to cook and build houses. But when God saw their sufferings he added trees. 13 

Verrier Elwin, an anthropologist and tribal activist, observed the Gond's (tribe of Central 

India) idea of heaven is ' miles and mi les of forest without any forest-guards' and the idea 

of hell is miles and inties of forest without any Mahua (Bassia /atifolia)'. Similarly, 

Baigas and Murias of Central India, think themselves as children of ' Dharti Mata ' or 

Mother Earth who loves them and takes care too. They believe that the forest is a setting 

for romance and considered the forest as the ideal trysting place for lovers. 14 In tribal 

cu lture, forest is seen as earth's fertility and productivity is systematized in yet another as 

the form of Mother Earth. In Bengal, Sheora (Tropbis aspera), Sal (Shorea robusta) and 

Asvathha (Ficus religiosa) are regarded as the Vana Durga or the tree Goddess; in 

Comilla district of Bangladesh she is known as Bamani and in Assam she is Rupeshwari. 
Tribals worship the trees and forests conceiving them as Vana Devatas or forest deities. 

Tribals have their reverence towards nature not because of fear and ignorance rather 

because of the ecological insight which the tribal societies have measures in their time 

and space. In context to Central India, tribals discovered the utilities of Mahua tree over 

their survival economy. The tree is most valuable for the tribals of Chhattisgarh, Santhal 

Parganas, Bastar and Satpuras. Tribal women collect tf~ fleshy corollas of its flowers 

which can be eaten raw or cooked, or dried, ground and mixed with flour for making 

cakes, or distilled into spirit. Tribals produce thick whit(; oil from the Mahua seeds and 

the oil can be used for cooking and burning even the oil is used for the manufacturing of 

margar ine soap and glycerin. It was examined that, in 1897 and 1900 when serious 

famine continued in Central India, profuse blossoming of Mahua flowers was insurance 

fo r the tribals. 15 

A close interconnection between the tribals and nature can be found in the Karam 
and Sarhul festivals among the Oraons, Mundas and Santals. In these festivals, nature and 

natural phenomena occupy a central place. In Sarhul, marriage is enacted between sun 

and the earth in hope that such ritual would ensure the fertility of mother eatth. Sacred 

grove or a cluster of Sal trees acts as a place of worship. On the other hand, like the 

Sarhul, Karam festival is celebrated in the month of September after paddy has been 

transplanted and turned green symbolizing the Karam (Neo/amarckia cadamba) tree as 
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the Karam deity who has the power ,to determine whether the aytumn harvest will be 
good or bad. Therefore, nature's fertility and productivity are the prime concern behind 
the celebration of such festivals. 16 Even the nursing of the crops i:s. also important for the 
tribals. Mundas believe that spirits exist in the nature ard their duty is to look after the 

. crops. These spirits are known as Bongas which is the generic name referring to spirits 
and the power and the force of mountains, hills, forests, trees, rivers, houses and villages. 

Desawali is one the spirits which plays a vital role in the Munda festivals which are 

connected to the cultivation of land. The home of this deity is the Sarna or sacred grove 
which is identified as a little path of forest and was created when all else was cleared for 
the cultivation and was left as a refuge for the Gods where they might live apart.17 

Development and Displacement by State Fiat: An Overview of the Tribal Situation 

Garrett Hardin's economic theory of "tragedy of cc.;mmons' provides an idea of 
sustai~able development interpreting economic activities of the common people 

I 
depending on natural resources. In contemporary India, various developmental measures 

initiated by the state are enormously affecting the economic system of the poor tribes and 
other marginalized people whose survival economy is deeply entrenched with natural 
resources of the country. Tribal people's dependence on natural resources for survival 
and existence is a long journeyed tradition . Similarly, the process of tribal eviction from 
rich natural resource area by the ruler of power holders has become another practice or 
custom to hold a full procedural trial to deal with public good, reformation, conservation 

and economic development. The involuntary displacement of the tribals is a historically 
explored phenomena and the process still continues to exist. The inscriptions of Gupta 

period carry some evidences on violence against forest tribes. The inscriptions state that, 
in ancient time, the forest dwellers were brought under control, their forest resources like 

timber, mines and gem-stones had been appropriated and they were converted into the 
lower castes of the area and established on the edges of towns or in separate settlements 
in th·e forest. All these were done concentrating on the development of human settlement, 
extension of agriculture and reformation of revenue system. 18 

In medieval period, tribal people were harassed by the then Mohamedan rulers as 
well as by the regional rulers. The Bhils of Western India faced oppression due to Muslim 
and Maratha invasion. Bhils were converted into Islam; they were evicted by the Maratha 
invaders and other local rulers forcefully. Similarly the Mughal army conquered the Gond 

region of middle India and Marathas also destroyed \he Gond dynasty. 19 Constant 

changes in the economy of the. Gonds took place and they were displaced to the plains 
from the hills and foothills also from the plains into the forests during and after the 
Maratha conquest.

20 
Above and beyond, both the Mughal armies and Maratha officials 

were clearing the jungle for security and settlement and the process instigated the India 
tribes.

21 
Under Mughal era the forest tribes were considered to be outside· the pale of 
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civilization and fit only for massacre or slavery. Hundreds of forest tribes were captured 
for the slave markets of India and Turkestan. The Marathas, after coming into power, 
entrapped and killed the forest tribes as pests and outcastes so that the East India 
Company assumed territorial sovereignty; the Santals, Mundas, Bhils, Badak, Minas and 
many others in various parts of India had degenerated into mere bands of robbers and 
assassins.22 Therefore, in the medieval period, rulers hardly followed any step to ensure . 
justice for the indigenous tribes; moreover, medieval rulers pursued a globalized business 
and market system where the tribals were considered as a commodity. Accordingly age 
old injustice and oppression over the Indian tribes continued. 

In the early nineteenth century, the Baigas of Central provinces were dependent 
on the hunting-gathering economy and bewar, i. e. swidden or shifting cultivation, for 
their survival. The gathering activities made the Baigas a part of the wider local and non
local economy.23 But conflict between the bewar practice and the natural regeneration of 
Sal forests played an important role in the intensification of the internal conflict between 
segregation and integration in the Baiga society.24 The creation of Indian · Forest 
Department was another issue behind the tribal resentment against the British government 
as enacting laws the Forest Department imposed several restrictions on the economic 
activities of the tribals. In 1864, the government general appointed Dietrich Brandis as 
the first inspector general who established Indian Forest Department as an organized 
State Department managed by the Indian exchequer. In 1871, the Department of Revenue 
and Agriculture oversaw the Forest Department under the supervision of the home 
department.25 The imperial environmentalism considered tribes as the destroyers of the 
ecosystem. Hence, to guard the forest resources British officials have recommended for 

the eviction of indigenous tribes from the forests by planting a band of white settlers as a 

buffer zone.26 It is reported that that th~ §hiftiP~ cultivation is invariably harmful for 
forest regeneration, destroys the ecolgiji~@I p,~l~11~~, it results in substantial soil erosion 
which subsequently leads to floo~HTI~ of fiV!;lf§ £lml prying of hill springs. In Madhya 
Pradesh, Indian Forest Act banil~Q jhµm in £ill M@ilS including large tracts which were 
under princely states. But the triP~ls w~r~ 9ontirmin~ the traditional rotations of }hum. 
The Forest Department chaf!~@g the prosecutions and monetary fines but such remedial 
have failed to stop the cultiv~t~rs. Then tpe forn!!t J)epa.rtment turned to the police and 
made several arrests. Wl\~P. tt\c;l cultivatgr-s kept the promise that they would follow the 
plough cultivation, the ~HQ~ re!~~§~d the arrested persons. Forest authorities were 
·hopeful of persuading th~ yq\m~~r g~n~ration of Baigas to give up bewar practices but 
the older generation of the QQmmunity was not ready to surrender because they believed 
that the Baigas were born to be king!\ gf the jungle and the soil and did not want to give 

up be.war.27 The Forest Department ~l~P. i111posed restriction in matters of plough 
cultivation, cattle grazing and comm4nity's ownership over the forests . It was instructed 
that each household is to be allowed a patgh for cultivation at fixed rates per plough, free 
grazing is to be allowed for a limited number of cattle etc. All these regulations were 
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brought into force by the forest officials to control the natural resource use pattern of the 
forest villages. Furthermore, if the forest was leased, it was specified that, the forest 
community's relationship with the contractors shall be regulated and what kind of 
'subsistence relations' would be developed among the forest dwellers, that was fully 
determined by the choices of Forest Department.28 

Even in the post-colonial period, the state govern:nent followed the British policy 
to cease the traditional way of land use pattern, basically }hum. Some within the 
scientists, technocrats and politicians believe that the shifting cultivation is a destructive 

form of agriculture. Therefore, the authority should ban it for the ecological 
sustainability. In .the Garo hill of Northeast, a considerable figure of tribal population 
practice· primitive system of agriculture, i. e. }hum. In the post-colonial period, the 
government took an initiative to switch the }hum cultivators to plantation crops, 
horticultural crops and cash crops. Under this scheme, pilot projects for the control of 
}hum accompanying with river basin schemes were started under North-East Council Plan 

in 1974-75. At its starting point, dry terrace and wet-rice cultivation were introduced on 
several areas of Khasi, Jaintia and Garo hills. But Indian Council of Agricultural 
Research (ICAR) study of 1983 reported that, by 1983, 13,000 families came under this 
project, but 150 families had give up }hum totally. Th~refore, governmental schemes, 
projects and plans met with little success and most of the }hum cultivators were 

continuing this traditional system of agriculture. However, against this backdrop, Soil 
Conservation and Forest Departments reinstated full-scale inquiry on the motives of the 

shifting cultivators providing few alternatives on plantations and cultivation of selected 
crops.29 Sc'ie·ntist like Prof. P. S. Ramakrishnan viewed that, }hum is not intrinsically 
irrational on the grounds of environment and production. He viewed }hum or slash and 
bum cultivation is a highly sophisticated farming system and can be best suited to the 

ecosystem of the North-East. For continuous cultivation heavy is essential in the 
mountain soils. In }hum cultivation, cultivators burn the vegetative cover which helps to 
enrich the nutrient base of the mountain soils. But it is on.y when thejhum cycles become 
very short that this traditional practice becomes ecologic~lly destructive. In various parts 
of North-East India, whilejhum cycles now range from 3-5 years, previously it was 15 to 
20 and the productivity also has been dropped . It would be pertinent to note that the Naga 
farmers (tribes) of Khonoma village in Nagaland have invented a kind of traditional 

knowledge to stabilize shifting cultivation at lower cycles. The Nagas discovered that the 
alder (A/nus nepalensis), a tree that grows across the Himalaya in landslide areas, is 
capable of fixing nitr9gen and coppices extremely. About a hundred years ago the Nagas 
started to plant this tree in a large number in their shifting fields. Pollarding or cutting the 
branches'of the tree the Naga farmers cultivate the land for two years and after two years 
of production they make the field as fallow land for another two to three years. In that 
period, they move on to cultivate another field having alder. Thus the Nagas are 

practicing shifting cultivation following a rotation and without destroying forest cover.30 

179 



In Karnataka, the practice of podu cultivation (shifting cultivation) by the Soliga tribe 

helped in wildlife conservation. It was observed that, du"!"ing their shift to another place, 

Soligas leave some of the some of the crops and fruits like bananas, tubers, mustard, 
amaranths, ragi and ragi grass, papaya, guava, tapioca, sebu, bottle gourd, cucumbers, 
pumpkin, climber beans, lemon and jackfruit etc. After their departure the remaining 
crops and fruits became the forage for the wild animals like wild boar, barking deer, 
bison etc and birds like parrots, dove etc. Thus podu cuhivation provides food for the 

wild animals, birds and for the insects. When crops were being cultivated, the wild 

animals, birds and insects came and fed on the different crops. On the contrary, during 

podu cultivation, Soligas dig .pits or wells for drinking water but after departing 

agricultural field all these sources of water become the source of drinking water for the 

wild animals and birds.31 Therefore,jhum practiced by tht~ indigenous communities is not 

ecologically destructive rather through this traditional sy11tem of agriculture communities 

play a vital role for ecological conservation. Presently }hum cultivation is threatened due 

to the state-sponsored developmental projects. In Eastern and North-East India, many 

tribal communities have been forced to give up }hum for the implementation of economic 

developmental projects. 

'Development-induced-displacement' has become a challenging issue since the 
immediate post-independent era. Since 1950's alienation between tribes and the natural 

resources is coming to be a reality as a process of the implementation and realization of 

national development planning, integrated multipurpose projects and new economic 

policy. The wave of development and modernizatio!l has put forth an economic 

movement worldwide but such strategy has failed to minimize . the poor people 's 

dependence on natural resources. The established truth i; that the poor tribals and other 

marginalized people generally reside very close to richest natural resource area and to 

those places which come under government vested land. Similarly, when the government 

authorities take initiative for modern development, like huge industrialization and 

multipurpose river projects, the authorities often choose those land properties which have 

already been occupied by the tribals and other marginalized communities -for their 

survival and existence. The state authorities have adopted the hypothesis that no 

development is possible without extracting the natural resources like land, water, forests 

and mines etc. But simultaneously we must stay on the alert to another hypothesis that the 

greater the development, the greater the human displacement with destruction of natural 

resources. 

· Displacement of people not only means the phyi,ical rather it has psychological 

implications too. Because after being displaced from an ancestral dwelling place, the 

potentially displaced persons would face displacement from traditional occupation and 

displacement from traditional culture and identity. Market centric modern developmental 

process makes the modern state system more dependent on natural resources of its own 
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ignoring the poor people's dependence. Thus with the acceleration of modern 
developmental process, natural resources of the country turn into commodities and 
notably if rehabilitation and resettlement policy, in any case, fails to satisfy the local 
communities or, more clearly, fails to accommodate with the larger developmental 
process, the massive environmental migration would take place and the conflicts over 
natural resources would disturb the whole political system of the country. Therefore, we 
find little difference between the British age of natural resource extraction and the present 
era of natural resource based modern developmental action. Conflicts, process of eviction 
and occurrences of resentment of the powerless masses are everywhere. More or less the 
Government of independent India continued the British policy for the economic 

development. 

Development projects, like multipurpose river projects or dams, setting up of 
mining and other factories and ·creation of park and wildlife sanctuaries have displaced 
millions of people of whom tribals are vast in number. From 1951 to 1990, the total 
number of displaced people by planned economic developmental projects range from 110 
lakh to 185 lakh. 32 Another data source reveals that, a total of 231 lakh people have been 
displaced by several economic developmental pr_ojects between these periods.33 Between 
1951 and 1990, 164.0 lakh people have been displaced by dams and out of this figure a 
total of 63.21 lakh people were tribal. Mining projects d;splaced 25.5 lakh people out of 
which 13.30 lakh people were tribal. 12.3 lakh people were displaced by industries, 6.0 
lakh people by wildlife projects and 5.0 lakh by other development projects. Out of these 
figures a total of 3 .13 lakh, 4.5 lakh and 1.25 lakh people were belonging to tribal 

communities respectively.34 

In view of the state authority, perhaps, 'national development' and 'larger · 
interest' are prior to the satisfaction of the local people. In other words, priority will be 
given to the issues of 'national development' and 'larger interest' than the issues of 
satisfactory rehabilitation and resettlement, at least Indira Gandhi ' s letter to Baba Amte 
bring forward such reality. On 30th August, 1984 Smt. Gandhi wrote that: 

"I am most unhappy that development . projects displace tribal 
people from their habitat, especially as project authorities do not always 
take care to properly rehabilitate the affected population. But sometimes 
there is no alternative and we have to go ahead in the larger interest .. . "35 

Hyper developmentalism or tendency towards the modern development made the 
state system · authoritarian and rendered the tribals · and other marginalized people 
vulnerable. Observ.ing the nature of state-sponsored developmental activities, Arundhati 
Roy has drawn the dynamics between the powerful state and the powerless masses. She 
wrote that: 
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, "Power is fortified not just by what it destroys, but also by what 
it creates, Not just by what it takes, but also by what it gives. And 
powerlessness is reaffirmed not just by the helplessness of those who 
have lost, but also by the gratitude of those who have gained".36 

However, politics of social movement against economic developmental projects 
made the civil society very strong. In many cases, civil society organizations have 
succeeded to drive out the multinationals to stop massive human displacement and broad 
environmental damage. Thus in most of the cases state-sponsored economic 
developmental projects have been abandoned because of prolonged social resistance by 
the civil society organizations. 

Through the Five Year Plans, the state authority made the large dam as the icon 
of national development. Between 1951 and 1990, over 1,600 major dams and thousands 
of medium and smaller irrigation projects have been built with the attendant canal 
systems and the invariable consequences of water logging and soil salinisation which 
displaced millions of people forcibly. Most of such involuntary displacement took place 

in the tribal areas.37 For example - the Sardar Sarovar project had enough potentiality to 
displace a vast range of people, basically tribals, from the catchment areas of Gujarat, 

Maharashtra a~d Madhya Pradesh. When the policy of resettlement has_ been placed 
before the commons, the policy highlighted the Adivasi people as ' encroachers ' and 
denied them their rights over the land and the consequent benefits as 'oustees'. Only the 
reservoir affected people were declared as the 'oustees' or dam evictees. More than 4,200 

hectares of forest in Taloda-Akkalakua are of Maharashtra was cut to resettle the 
Narmada dam evictees from Maharashtra. Around 50 villages were dependent on this 
forest land and earlier there were Adivasi settlers who w~re called 'encroachers' .38 

By the name of ' national interest' mining · projects in Jharkhand intended to 
displace thousands of indigenous people such as the Santals, Mundas, Oraons, Hos, 
Gonds, Kharias, Bhuiyas, Bhumij, Birhors, Turi, Sadans, Kumar, Kumhars, Kurmis etc. 
In accordance with the government report, J 985, between 1981 and 1985, during Sixth 
Plan period, the Central Coalfield had acquired 1,20,300 acres of land and the Eastern 
Coalfields acquired 30,000 acres of land which caused displacement of 32,750 families. 
Besides, the Piparwar Coal Project in the North Karanpura Valley took initiative to fel l 

289 hectares of reserved forests clearly. Mining extraction and refineries have polluted 
the Damodar and Karo Rivers draining radioactive and chemically contaminated wastes .39 

Thus mining industry, another index of national development, made massive human 
displacement and produced environmental hazards etc. In the mid-seventies of last 
centu,ry Cachar Paper Mills of North Cachar Hills distr;ct of Assam reduced the forest 
cover which threatened the natural forest resources and •:he community life of the tribal 
people who inhabit in the area. This is not an isolated case of development victims. The 
Tuli Paper Mills of Nagaland in the early eighties provides the similar instance. The 
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displaced persons had no adequate compensation. Such developmental schemes push the 
tribals to further marginality.40 Similarly, three thermal power plants, viz., Chandrapur 
Thermal Power Station, Namrup Thermal Power Station and Bongaigaon Thermal Power 
Station in Assam displaced thousands of people including tribals. Severely all these 
power generation projects affected the tribals of both hills and plains of Assam.4 1 In most 

of these cases, conflict between the project supporters and the non-supporters came to the 

surface of development politics raising the issues of fair compensation, proper 

rehabilitation and resettlement etc. In many cases, either the project has been abandoned 
due to such conflict or the local communities have been displaced from the proposed 
areas victimized by livelihood crisis and environmental pollution. However, many of 

such development projects proposed alternative mode of livelihood status, compensation 

and rehabilitation and resettlement (R&R) packages but only few projects have been 

implemented with fair compensation and R&R packages . 

. Creation of National Parks and Wildlife Sanctuaries, another pattern of 

development by the name of conservation, brought tc, pass similar kind of conflict 
between the traditional marginalized communities and the governmental departments and 

initiators of the amusement parks. Here also the question of fair compensation is similarly 

important like the other development projects but in this context mainly the Forest 
Department itself takes the accountability for the redressal of the grievances forwarded by 

the affected people because the Forest Department is liable to the management of forest 

and wildlife conservation. Therefore, possibility of conflicts arises mainly with the Forest 

Department. The Nagarhole National Park in Southern Kamataka attempted to protect 

forty tigers with Indian and foreign monetary aid. But Nagarhole is the home to about 

6000 tribals who are also dependent on the natural resomces of the park. The state Forest 

Department wanted to evict the tribals accusing that the tribals destroy the forest and kill 
wild game. In reply, the tribals viewed that they do not possess the gun, they only collect 
fuel-wood, fruit, honey and the partridge for their survival needs and they claimed it as 
their modest demand. They also viewed that the coffee planters living in the edge of the 
forest may poach big hunting game with gun. Dr. John G. Robinson, a biologist, wildlife 
conservation society, New York, came to Nagarhole and suggested to relocate the tribal 

people for the protection of wild prey for the tigers. Robinson argued that the tribals 

d~prive the tigers from food competing for wild prey and that would cause conservation 

management ineffective. Thus, all over the India, the management of parks has sharply 

opposed the interests of tribals.4z In the last three decades of the 20th century, there were 

several instan~es of clash between the villagers and park authorities over access to natural 

resources. Between 1979 and 1984, fifty-one such clashes occurred in national parks and 

sixty-six clashes have taken plac·e in sanctuaries. It was accused that, the states of Andhra 
Pradesh, Arunachal Pradesh, Hilnachal Pradesh, Manipur and Rajasthan do not pay any 

compensation in the cases of death or injury to humans on account of attacks by wild 

animals.43 Between 1979 and 1984, a total of 189 human deaths took place by tiger attack 
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in West Bengal; between 1981 and 1983, damage done to the crops of worth Rs. 6.5 
million due to rampaging elephants in South India; between 1974 and 1983, 622 cattle 
were killed by tigers or leopards near the Bandipur Tiger Reserve in Karnataka. Under 
these circumstances, Forest Department, in a few cases, compensated poorly and many 
cases remained uncompensated. In context to Gir forest of Gujarat, Forest Officials 
claimed that the villagers release the old and essentially useless cattle into the forests in 
hope that the animals will be killed by the predators and that would provide an 
opportunity to claim co.mpensation.44 Thus conflict be·:ween the Forest Officials and 

forest villages regarding the claim of compensation made the conservation management 
further ineffective. However, in case of Gir National Park, the state authority took 
positive steps for the Maldhari people who are known as the 'settled pastorals' of Gir 
Forest. The Forest Department of Gujarat government allowed the Maldharis to live 
together with the wild animals inside the Gir forest. 45 Such step was followed as R&R 
package to prevent traumatized displacement and that provided an instance of human

wildlife coexistence. 

The existence of tribals was not always a negative sign for wildlife conservation 
management. It was reported that, many times, with ill --health and in injured situation, 
wild animals wander into the tea garden areas and Adivasi settlement of Dooars region of 
West Bengal. Ifthe Adivasi compassionate tea garden lal,ourers observe such cases, they 
immediately pass the information to the Forest Departrr.ent and take required action to 
save the wild animals from the possible threat and harm. Even for such initiative many 
tribals received rewards from the Forest Department. Therefore, it would be very helpful 
to develop a cordial relationship between the tribals and the Forest Department for a 
healthy conservation management. In the book The Baiga, Verrier Elwin, defender of 
aboriginals, argued for the creation of National Park where the tribes would have liberty 
for hunting, fishing and practicing of shifting cultivation and most importantly the non
aboriginals would be prohibited to enter into this zone but the anthropologists would have 
privileged access. Other anthropologists, like G. S. Ghurye, criticizing Elwin, argued that 
if we put the tribe into a 'national park', i. e. in the anthropological zoo, such isolation 
would make them further marginalized. In reply to thts criticism Elwin amended his 
earlier position, he added that the term 'national park', was unfortunate but with this 
connotation he wanted to protect the Baiga culture and their identity, the modest aim was 
the development of the aboriginals.46 Therefore, creation of national park making a 
consistency between the Adivasi culture and effective forest management is not above 
criticism. Wilderness enthusiasts or the nature lovers always argued for the eviction of 
tribals from wilderness and protected areas for effective forest and wildlife conservation 

as development. 
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Tribal Resistance and Politics over Natural Resources: A Historical Narration 

Social scientists have identified a number of tribal movements that arose since colonial 

period to modem India. V. Raghaviah identified 78 tribal revolts between 1778 and 
1971.47 Kathleen Gough explored 77 tribal uprising between l 770's and 1970's.48 

Towards the close of 1976, Anthropological Survey of Iudia identified 36 ongoing tribal 
movements in India. Among 36 tribal movements - 14 were found in the North-East 
India and the rests were observed in Eastern, Central, Western and Southern parts of 
India. Tribal movements in North-East India include - political movements for the 
transition from the politics of insurgency to that of integration, social-cultural movements 
for new identity, script based and language movements etc. In Eastern India, tribal 

movements emerged as a movement for separate statehood and upward mobility 
movement, for example - Jharkhand movement. In Central India - Bhagat movement and 
the movement by Gond tribes emerged for political autonomy. Tribal movements of 
Northern parts of Andhra Pradesh took a militant turn for the same political reason. 
Western India reported four movements among the Bhils, Halpatis and others for agrarian 
development, rights of tribal peasants and political autonomy. In the Southern part of 
India tribal movements were observed among the small isolated primitive tribes as an 
incipient political process.49 

In accordance with the two publications, viz., Tribal Movements in India, volume 
I and II edited by K. S. Singh, tribal movements in India can be categorized into four 

types: a) political autonomy movement, b) agrarian and forest based movement, c) 
sanskritization process and d) cultural movement on script and language. Surajit Sinha 
identified five types of tribal movements: a) ethnic (tribal rebellion, b) reform movement, 

c) movement for recognition as 'tribal' states within the Indian union, d) violent 
secessionist movement and e) agrarian unrest and communist movement. 50 

'Sanskritization' is synonymous to ' reform movement' and 'cultural movement' is 

similar to 'ethnic movement'. B. K. Roy Burman divi.des tribal movements into two 
categories: a) proto-national and b) sub-national. Behind this categorization Roy Burman 
envisaged the following parameters: 

i) Response to threats to the privacy of habitat, 

ii) Response to threats to access to and control of resources, 

iii) Response to disruption of traditional roles in the total interaction set-up, 

iv) Search for new meanings of the relationship between man and nature, 

v) Search for new meanings of the relationship between individuals and society, 

vi) Search for new frontiers of identity, 

vii) Search for a more satisfactory system of control of resources, 
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viii) Search for a more satisfactory system of organization of community power at 
al\ levels. 

According to Roy Burman, proto-national movement is the outcome of the 
transformation of tribal people and society from 'tribalism' to 'nationalism'. On the other 
hand, sub-national movement emerges due to social disorganization. A section of 
acculturated elite people take part at the forefront of this movement. Proto-national 
movement is a phase of contraction of identity. Proto-national movement results from the 
orbit of development whereas; sub-national movement is the product of the disparities of 
development. Under the parameter of 'response to threats against access to and control of 

resources' Roy Burman exemplified two types of fores: movement: a) 'revolts against 
imposition of state or state sponsored capitalism on prir.1itive social base in the forests ' 
and b) 'movement against alienation of tribal land' .51 These movements can be 
considered as 'environmental movement' by the tribals because environmental movement 
is nothing but the struggle for rights over natural resources. Mostly Eastern, Western and 

Central parts of India have witnessed such movements by the tribals since long back tan 
the other parts. S. M. Dubey divided tribal movements in North-East India into four 

.categories: a) religious and social reform movement, b) movement for separate statehood, 
c) insurgent movement and d) movement for asse1iions of cultural rights. 52 But such 
categorization is not satisfactory on account of present day N01ih-East India. Since the 
last three decades of 20th century a number of anti -industrialization and anti-dam 

movements have been identified mostly at the tribal l)elt of North-East India where 
during protest tribals have raised the issues of human se;urity depending upon the land, 
water and forest resources. In all over India, there are so many instances on tribal 
movements which are emerging centering around , the issues of forest rights, 
environmental protection and human security. Sometimes these movements dignify the 
ideals of tribalism for the security and or very survival of the vulnerable sections of tribal 

societies and sometimes predominates 'environmentalism' transcending tribalism in hope 
that the ideals of environmentalism would secure both the tribals and non-tribals from the 
negative side of the state and market. To Ghanshyam Shah tribal movements can be 
divided into five types: a) ethnic movements which include culture/religion identity, b) 

agrarian and forest rights movements, c) environmental movements, d) involuntary 
displacement and rehabilitation movements and e) political movements around the 
nationality question for a separate state.53 

In course of a talk, it would be relevant to note th.at the tribal movements in India 

had its origin in the experiences of the peasant mobilization by the tribesman. 
Ramachadra Guha views that " ... a large segment of what presently passes for the 
environmental movement is a peasant movement draped in the cloth of 
environmentalism. Thus a number of local initiatives in defence of traditional rights in 
land, water and forests and other living resources collectively constitute what sympathetic 
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intellectuals have termed the 'environmental' movement".54 Peasant resistance itself was 
the first organized social protest among the tribals. Gradually, when the tribals J:iave 
become conscious about their rights, their resistance got typical colours which transcend 
agrarianism. Santai and Kol uprisings of 1832 and 1855 respectively were the instance of 

-~ tribal peasant resistance against the non-tribals or outsiders or dikus who made the fife of 

. the originai settlers intolerable. It was a movement against the feudal exploitation.55 The 
leaders of the movements were purely from tribal societies and professionally were the 

cultivators. On the other hand, after Indian independence, Naxalbari movement of West 
Bengal in 1967 and peasant struggle in Khammam and Karimnagar districts of Andhra 
Pradesh in 1969 were communist tribal revolts against the exploitation and injustice done 

to the tribals by the zamindars, landlords and even by the popular government. 56 Here the 

organizational base .was developed by the communist ideology and leadership came from 

the tribal peasant .· background and also from the non-tribal political groups. The 

movement was basically a struggle against land alienation, loss 0f forest rights, state 

intervention into the life and culture of the tribals. Both in the pre-colonial and post

.colonial India; tribal revolts emerge to the loss of control over their natural resources. 

Revolts in the tribal areas originated due to the question of forests. The tribal revolts 
attempted to drive out the outsiders to restore a 'golden past' in which they had enough 

liberty to consume the natural resources. 57 Therefore, to Ramachandra Guba, most of the 
tribal resistance in India was basically land and forest 1:Jased struggle. However, K. S. 
Singh argued that, movement of the indigenous people in post-modernist phase is the 

movement for self-determination or self-management of the resources and identity and 
ethnicity oriented movement. The environmental movement focused on the communities, 

their relationship to nature, interaction with nation and their worldview. Therefore, 

growing concern for environment, particularly bio-diversity, pluralism, ethnicity and 

identity all are interrelated issues and highlighted all these issues of tribal movements are 
assuming new characters. But presently all are becoming more and more identity based 

movements with various issues concerning control over resources etc. being considered 
as ramifications of this central issue.58 

Scholars classified tribal movements in India on the basis of geographical 

distribution, chronology, aims and objectives and the is/mes of land, ethnicity, political 

autonomy, secession, mobility and identity. The educated middle class people 

prominently took the position of leadership in various contexts of the .movements but 
between 1795 and_ 1860 the leadership came from upper sections of the society and after 
1860 the leaders came from lowest rungs of the society. Significantly, in the agrarian and 
fores't based tribal movements, women played a considerable role that the men .59 The 

urban middle class leaders have tried to connect the localized and isolated peasant and 
tribal movements to a wider struggle against the undesirable aspects of colonial rule.60 

Before ind~pendence, the middle class leaders have aggravated the nationalist movement 
mobilizing the peasants and tribals but after the independence the educated tribal elites 
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belonging to middle class family emerged and came to lead the movement on political 
line. Emphasizing on the political autonomy or local self-government, midd le class tribal 
elites organized intense resistance in context to North-East India for the solidarity of 
indigenous tribes.6 1 Thus developed ethnic nationalism even sometimes on militant way, 
echoed 'sons of the soil' slogan and gradually solidarity concern made a transition from 

nationalism to regionalism. On the contrary, the environmental politics among the tribals 
developed another dimension, i. e. a transformation from regionalism to localism in 

which middle class tribal leaders emphasized on the rights of the tribals over natural 

resources. In Alirajpur tehsil of Jhabua district of Madhya Pradesh, local organization -by 

the urban middle class activist and local adivasi people-, called Sangath, finds that the 
reserve forest has a great contribution to the subsistence economy of the local tribals 

which is known as nevad (cultivation within the forest land encroached by the tribals). 

Sangath viewed that the forest will be destroyed due to illicit felling by contractors and 

expensive afforestation programmes will be launched without any lasting benefits. 

s·imultaneously, forests are also being destroyed due to ;ncrease in the tribal population 

and their land hunger. The Sangath argues the problemE can be solved by empowering 

the tribals to control the resource. The tribals should ha·✓e the power to decide the best 

measures for the management of the forest. As a result, their survival needs wi ll be 

secured and conservation management will also be effective. Thus, Sangath's politics 

secured the partial control over the forest.62 Notwithstanding, conflicts were measured 

between the middle class activists and adivasi leaders within Sangath politics. The middle 

class activists have highli~hted the model of sustainable development to improve their 

condition but the adivasi leaders were demanding more control over resources to be 

'masters of their own destiny' . The middle class activists viewed that it would be best to 

situate the tribals very close to nature in the forest but the adivasi leaders replied that the 

forest-tribal relationship for economic dependency is no
1
t a forced provision rather that 

chosen and their lifestyle would improve if they had enou5h access to land.63 

During 1930s demand for separate political ' entity was consistent in the 

Jharkhand movement, however, it can be noted that, the ecological questions were very 

significant in the movement. The tribals protested against the alienation of land and forest 

resources, the uncontrolled influx of outsiders who usually monopolized jobs and 

positions of power and the grave neglect of infrastructural development by the 

government.64 In 1978, tribal movement in Singhbhum district of Jharkhand was 

originated raising the issue of forest rights. The movement was known as ' tree war' or 

'forest andolan' as a symbolic protest against the threat to livelihood and identity of the 

triba:ls, the adivasis took destructive strategy by felling trees in the forests , hence, the 

movement was 'jungal katai andolan'. Encroachment· by the Forest Department on 

adivasi village and their customary rights on forest, explJ,itation and harassment of tribal 

by forest officials, commercialization of forests and resultant pauperization of tribal , large 

scale legal and illegal alienation of tribal land, displacement of tribal due. to various 
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development projects without proper rehabilitation and adequate compensatioh, 
increasing unemployment in the area due to closure of mines and the frequent drought 

conditions existing in the area were the root causes behind the tribal unrest in the forest 

areas of Singhbhum. At its first moment the leadership came from tribal leaders like Magi 

Dorai and Jogo Munda under Samyukta Morcha between 1981 and 1983. Santai, Ho and 

the Mundas were the main participants of the movement.65 Preferably, tribal movement as 

social movement is not devoid of politics and environmental questions. Before 

independence, in the second phase of the tribal autonomy movement of Chhotanagpur, 

from 1920 to ·1938, tribal movement for political autonomy was dominated by 

Chhotanagpur Unnati Sama) (Chhotanagpur Improvement Society) which ~ as formed by 

the tribal urban middle class Christian people. This period witnessed the development of 

min i-revivalism among the tribes by the Samaj. In the fourth phase, between I 949 and 

1963, the movement was directed by ' Jharkhand Party ' which was originated from the 
regional level but the party was open for all. Thus, as the:formative factor, the movement 

witnessed a transition fro~ 'ethnicity to regionalism ' .66 

The World Commission on Dams and the India Supreme Court did not hint for a 

satisfactory solution of the Narmada dam problem. The poss ibi lity of massive 

displacement, including huge number of tribal, was obvious; hence resistance movement 

by the civil society organizations was continued unabatedly. Guj arat enthusiastically 

supports th<? dam project with the highest height possible, Maharashtra mildly opposed 

the dam and the state of Madhya Pradesh was largely ambiguous. The conflict between 

the supporters and non-sQµporters of Sardar Sarovar Project and or damming Narmada 

generated an ideological debate behind the reality of state vs. civil society conflict. The 

supporters or the advocates of modern devt::lopment were popularizing 

' developmentlaism' . Clearly the supporters yearned for deyelopment even, if necessary, 

displacing the people and rendering them 'ecologi~al refugees', On the contrary, the non

supporters insisted for the abandonment of the dam project even if only limited 

displacement occurs. The non-supporters indulged 'environmentaJism' demanding the 

integrity of environment that is to be maintained in its pristine purity. Thus the blind 

supporters of dam were advocating ' mal-development' and the opponents were 

champion ing 'anti -development'; bot\1 were at the unsustai nable positions.67 The protest 

over Narmada dam was of course a struggle for environmental justice, and also a 

movement against tribal displacem~nt and rehabilitation movement in which participants 

came from cross-section of the people. But the tri bals, NGOs and middle-class activists 

from different occupational and professional background were the key players.68 Apart 

from the tribal displacern~nt problem, reduction of fores1 land due to resettlement in the 

forest land was anoth~r problem even the policy of rehabilitation and resettlement was 

unjustified. The state gqvernment resettled more than 1,500 displaced persons in the 

barren land; waterlogged tr~wts and in the areas where sanitation, drinking water, 

educational and employment facilities were unavailable and most of the residential sites 
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were surrounded by anti-social elements. Such anti-tribal policy intensified the tribal 
resentment against the government's policy of rehabilitation and resettlement.69 The 
protest against Narmada dam in the tribal areas became radical when the charismatic 
leaders and social activists like Medha Patkar and Baba Amte took the position of 
leadership. They were considered as the outsiders who organized the movement in a 
radical way.70 Medha Patkar admitted that, in the Narmada struggle, both the tribal and 
non-tribal communities were the strength of the people's movement and more than ever 
mobilization of tribal communities had special implication on the movement. Patkar 
viewed that, in the people's movement for Narmada, irr.portance was given to both the 
non-consumerist lifestyle and to the balance and direct relationship between man and 
nature. Thus, the leaders followed the holistic principle and organized both the tribals and 
non-tribals considering their heterogeneous interests. Consequently, the movement 
witnessed a non-cla~s position like the Gandhian nationalist movement.71 

. 

Therefore, loyalty towards the tribal people by the non-tribals was a part of social 
movement politics to fulfill the larger interest of the civil society organizations. Nodoubt, 
Narmada BachaiJ Ando/an was a cohesive movement to protect the natural and social 
environment against the state directed developmental paradigm and the middle class 
inteilectuals took the credit to concretize the movement but it cannot be denied that the 
agony of tribals was the motive force for the leaders to make the movement radical being 
Gandhian. With environmental protection issue the Narmitda movement leaders added the 
security concern and survival needs of the tribals, hence, reflected tribalism from 

anthropocentric viewpoint of the struggle. Thus, in Indian context environmentalism is 
purely a social movement and environmental lobbying by the middle class activists. But 
without developing tribalism, i. e. compassion for Indian tribes, it was easier said than 
done for the middle class activists to make Indian environmentalism a dominant ideology 

to hinder the processes of obsessed growth or destructive development. 
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Women Trafficking in the Princely State of Cooch Behar 

Tamali Mustafi* 

Abstract: The present paper focus on the scenario of women trafficking in the princely 
state of Cooch Behar as well as on the records of West Bengal State Archive containing a 
detail study of such an oppressive practice. Slavery was practiced in Cooch Behar and 
there ~as a regular slave trade. Poor people mortgaged or sold their , daughters and 
wives as slaves. Every years girls from Cooch Behar and Assam were sent to various parts 
of Bengal for sale. . Some of the royal personalities of Cooch Behar strongly opposed this 
system. Ultimately the British Government had taken the initiative to ban women 

trafficking. They legally ceased those markets. 

Keywords : Socio - economic degradation, women trafficking and initiatives for ban the 
inhuman business in the princely state of Cooch Behar. 

Law and relig\on never did offer equal status and rights to man and woman . 

Being · ~ natural biological partner for amorous adventures and at the same time 

conventionally possessed of disadvantaged lower social status, the women 's 

vulnerability to male's seductive attitude and activitie~ is a stark reality of history. 
The obvious implication is thatwomen are facing lo~s of problems in the society 
such as sexual harassment, molestation, gender discrimination, violence in domestic 
and public life, social abuse etc. over a long period of time. Trafficking of 

women is a natural phenomenon in a social structure cutting across the barriers of 
time and space. Women are trafficked for several purposes like sexual exploitation 
or prostitution, slavery etc. We have a reference to sale of good looking girls in 
inscription. The inscription is now preserved in the prince of Wales Museum, 

Bombay'. Here, there is a reference in the Abadhatta poem to having of beautiful 
· ·girls for royal people. This inscription is written in eight languages. It is like a 

beauty competition where the pimps or brokers were loudly describing the beauty 
of the girls · who were waiting silently as market commodity. The social setting in 
ancient as well as medieval India was as such that dissimilar stands were adopted 
to judge_ the individual as well as social conduct of the male and the female. 

• Assistant Professor in History, Surya Sen Mahavidyalaya, Siliguri 
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The introduction of western education and liberal ideas after the coming of 

the British, the Indian society witnessed a new change which even touched the 

life of women in India. Cooch Behar was the only princely state of pre
i~dependence Bengal and enjoyed an important position in the north eastern 

boundary of Bengal province. East India company' s contact with Cooch Behar in 

I 772 was the stepping stone of the British in the northern frontiers of Bengal. The 
geographical as well as strategic position and economic importance of Cooch Behar 

attracted the foreign investors including British East India Company. 

During the second half of the 18th century the internal chaos and dissention 

of the ruling authorities specially in the reign of Maharaja Dhurjendra Narayan, 

mutual animosity, internal disorder, unlimited powers of the ministers, incapability 

and weakness of the royal personalities - all these I ~d to dismal situation of the 

state. The aggression of the Bhutias on Cooch Behar kingdom had been going on 

increasingly and Cooch Behar had to conclude a treaty . with the East India 

Company m 1773 whereby Cooch Behar became a subordinate ally of the 

English~. 

After the introduction of permanent settlement in 1793 , the rate of 

agricultural production decreased and the peasants had fallen into indebtedness. 

The ryots were oppressed severally, but there was no justice in the law court. 

The officers and the company's sepoys engaged themselves in the money lending 

and lent money to the peasants and charged a monthly interest of two or three 

anas in the rupee. The tone of the society was that. of medieval age. Usury was 

thriving occupation and any one who could spare so,ne money for invest,.;,ent had 

the chance of a lucrative return. As a result, on account of that undesirable 

conditions many people left the country3
• Famine and epidemic spread into the 

state which was referred by Maharani Brideswari Devi in ' Beharodanta'4• 

The economic degradation of the Bengal Subha can be viewed not only 

by the oppressions of the company ' s servants and gomosthas but was a natural 

sequel to the general political disorders which had began many years before the 

plassey. In Cooch Behar, the weakness of royal authority, want of strong 

governance in the count1y, conflicts amongst the eli~es for power, the oppression 

of the Revenue Collectors all these together led to its economic degradation very 

quickly. The material condition of the people was , poor. Beveridge, the Deputy 

Commissioner, in his report of 1865 - 67, pointed ou: that mat - administration and 

lack of good communication was mainly responsible for the degradation 111 

Coochbehar. 
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Corruption was rampant amongst the police officers of the state. Their pay 

was poor and irregular. Under a corrupt system of native administration and 
owning to the want of proper arrangement for the suppression of crimes and 
maintenance of peace, the prosperity of the people of Cooch Behar was at a low 
- ebb, not withstanding bits excellent natural resources. Unrestrained sexual 

enjoyment by the powerful and rich people or the royal personalities was a very 
common feature of the age. Women were made victim in every possible way 
when institution demanded so for political benefits. The victors were given gifts 
of girls even from the royal family by the vanquished after a defeat in the battle. 
The kings maintained many queens and concubines. The kings had not even 

connection with their daughters and one information 1s furn ished by 
JoynathMunshi in the 'Raj- Upakhyan' that Birnarayan, the king of Cooch Behar, 
once he cast covetous eyes on a beautiful girl who actually was his own daughter 
by relation. He could not identified his own daughter. According to the writer, the 
daughter drowned herself into river water out of . mental agony5 . Whether the 
information is exaggeration or not, it indicates the vulnerability of women in any 

way. 

In this article, the present writer is willing to delineate the whole 
transaction of women for trafficking.How local women were made victim and 
what were the main factors behind such immoral activities carried out by the 

local brokers will have to be examined.An attempt will be made in paper to draw 
a picture of trafficking in women in Cooch Behar during the rule of the kings of 

Cooch Behar. Before entering into the main context, it seems necessary to 
mention that women whether in eastern or western countries, have been denied 

any honour and dignity. 'The male bias ma,nifested itself from time to time in the 

views and acts of misogynist intellectuals and thinkers, preachers and priests, 
soldiers and rulers, fathers and husbands' 6

. 

Such a deplorable economic and social situation can not be detached from 
the women ' s compulsion and degradation in the society. The hard economic 
realities often cause human action for survival in some way or other. 

Slavery was practiced in the society and there was a regular slave trade. 
Bhowaneeganj was the mart which conductedsuch type of human trade. Poor 
people used to mortgage or sale themselves as slaves. Every year, boys and girls 

from Cooch Behar and Assam were sent to various parts of Bengal. The price of 
a girl varied from Rs. 12 toRs. 15 . A Koch boy !cost Rs. 25 . Children of the 
lower castes were sold to Garos. Some were exported to Burma through Assam. 
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People of the neighbouringBhot or Garo tribe often abducted men and women 
from Mughal or Coochbehar territory and made them slaves7

. On Bhadra 22, 1257 
(according to the bengalicalender), Jhalu Das ( 40 yrs old) and Jentu Das (30 yrs 
old) sold themselves to Iswarchandra Mustafi, the royal employee of 

DashramGoborchhora in Rs. 50 narayai and 25 narayani respectively. Vendri of 

Kulidanga, Sudharam Das of Balarampur, FikaNoshya of Singimari, YatriBewa of 
Khagrabari sold their wives and daughters. Agni, a girl of seven years old, Futke, 

of five years old were sold by their fathers as the families suffering from 
starvation 8. 

As conventional practice, the royal people of Koch dynasty used to keep 

more than one wife. Maharaja Biswasingha brought a lots of women from Nepal, 

Gaur, Kamrup, Kashmir, Kaashi, Shonitpur, Mithila and he married those women9
. 

Captain R. B Pemberton visited Bhutan in 1836. He recorded: 'In addition 

to these several tribes, all of whom are of pure or mixed Mongolian races, there 

are some thousands of Bengalees and Assamese, the Helots of the country, who 

have been carried off at various times from the plains by the Booteahs in their 

several 111curs10ns, and who led a life devoted to the most menial and degrading 

offices. · Whenever men are seized and carried up into the Hills , they are forced 

into · a connubial union with some Booteah women of the inferior grades of 

society, who are made responsible for their continuance in the country ..... Captive 

women are in a similar m;mner united to low Booteah men, and with a similar 

result; whenever it m~y not be convenient to provide prisoners either with 

Booteah wives of husband~, orders are transmitted to the Dooars to capture a man 

or woman, as the c~se may be, to be sent into the hills, and ultimately so 
disposed of 1°. Ke~ping huge number of slave boys or girls was a symbol of 

aristocracy. The prisoners of war, criminals, mortgaged men women were sold in 

the market of Bhutiyas. The Bhutiyas called the slaves as 'jou-mi-l'. Those slaves 

were used in invading and plundering the Cooch Behar kingdom. 

Selling of girls was a reality in the society. A few lines from a local 
' poem reflect the vi le practice that prevailed in the society. That day was a festive -. 

day, on that gay day, the ferocious wolf gang lacerated Sonamoni - my sister, 

marriage did not come to her life but was sold off cheap to a senile zamindarand 

then lost forever into oblivion (free translation). The lines reveal that the moneyed 

people could purchase a girl for enjoyment and these girls lost all their past. 

Tarner had written : 'In the district of Cooch Behar an usage of a very 

singular kind has prevailed from remote antiquity, and I was assured by many of 
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the inhabitants of its actual existence at this day. If a Rayot, or peasant, owes a 
sum of money, and has not the ability to satisfy his creditor, he is compelled to 
give up his wife as a pledge, and possession of her is kept until the debt is 
discharged. It sometimes happens, as they affirm, that the wife of a debtor is not 
redeemed for the space of one, two or three years; and then if during her 
residence and connection with the creditor, a family should have been the 
consequence, half of it is considered as the property of the person with whom 

she lived, and half of her husband. 

The country · has a most wretched appearance, and its inhabitants are a 
miserable and puny race. The lower ranks without scruple dispose of their 

children for slaves, to any purchaser, and that too for a very trifling consideration; 
nor yet though · in a traffic so unnatural, is the agency of a third person ·· ever 

employed. Nothing is more common than to see a mother dress up her child, and 

bring it to market, with no other hope, no other view, than to enhance the price 
she may procure for it. Indeed the extreme poverty and wretchedness of these 

pecple w!ll forcibly appear, when recollect how little is necessary for the 
subsistence of the peasant in these regions. The vake of this can seldom amount 

to more than one penny per day, even allowing him to make his meal of two 

pounds of boiled rice, with a due proportion of salt, oil , vegetables, fish and 
chill.' 11 

Ahomraj gave sixty beautiful women to MaharajNaranarayan as gift. · The 
Mogh and Portuguse invaded upon Koch and took away the women forcefully. 

Morongraj send Morongiya Dasi to Maharaja Naranarayan at the time of his 
marriage ceremony12

• 

The lists show whole of the women (except some few ones) belong to 

Noshya
14 

community which indicates the illiteracy and unawareness of that 

particular community. Therefore, it may be said tt,at under the rule of Cooch 

Behar Narayan king the condition of society and economy was not very hopeful. 

We get a clear proof of transaction between the seller and purchaser often 

through the mediation of the brokers. For our clear understanding one such 
evidence of agreement is reproduced here. One such bill remarks that "Ganghonee 

Bewah
15

, village Lotamookh, at present residing at Chomar Poltea Pergunnah Hajo, 
do write this bound of assignment of my daughter in 1771 B.S to the effect that 

on receiving Rupees 20 from Mussamut Sona Nultee of Nuttallah of the same 
Pergunnah, I give up my daughter Roho to her who will remain with her 

according to her wishes and custom of the country. To this I have no objection if 
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I make any it will be entirely false. Sona Nauttee says that I vol untari ly adopt 
this girl as daughter. I will give her no inconvenience or trouble. She w il l remain 
with me and behave according to our profession and to this I have no objection" . 

(Source : JUDICIAL (JUDICIAL), OCT. 1872, B. NO. 252 - 335) 

The Maharajas of Cooch Behar maintained a sincere and honest political 
relation with the English East India Company. Following the friendly terms and 

conditions, Cooch Behar the single most princely staie of Cooch Behar in Bengal 

province was happy enough to introduce western education and modern thinking 

in the state. But a critical analysis of women trafficking in the state and the 

degrading situation of women under the rule of the western educated kings of 

course points to some failures of the kings who were willing to project them as 

benevolent rulers and royal ally of the liberal British Government. 

Not only the royal people, the entire situation of the people was far behind 

the level of Liberal ideas that had started to inspire the middle class elites of the 
land to take some emancipatory measures for women. 

However; at last in 1843 , British government legal ly ceased all those 

markets where human selling and buying was gc,ing on. Maharaja Shibendra 

Narayan, Maharaja Narendra Narayan tried to stop human selling. But they failed 

due to the self seeking efforts of a group. Finally Maharaja Nripendra Narayan 

banned this inhuman practice with the help of Com missioner Haughton in 1864. 

Talboyez Wheeler narrated in Summary of Affai rs of the Government of India in 

the Foreign Department (1864 - 1869) (PP 402 -404): ' ... . The existence of actual 

slavery in Kuch Behar forced itself upon the attention of the Commissioner, and 

the matter was laid before the Governor General. On i" September, 1864, the 

abolition of slavery was formally proclaimed at a public Darbar; and a Regulation 

in Bengali language, embodying the provisions of the penal code respecting 

kidnapping and abductions, was declared to be in force as regards all future 
seizures, sales or detention of persons, male or femaie.' 16 

' 
In conclusion it may be said that women's vu lnerability to seduction has 

been a stark reality in history for various reasons. Now a days, when different 

discourses on women history are emerging out in the academic area, the issue of 

trafficking of women may be taken as a viable and may be examined subject of 

study as such resorting to valid evidences as much as available. For doing so the 

whole of the social and political scenario related to the issue may be depicted in 
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such a way that the basic object of the study never looses its connectedness w ith 

history, 
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