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PREFACE

Language i s  not o n ly  a means o f  comm unication, but 

i t  i s  a lso  an in d isp en sa b le  t o o l  f o r  a l l  s o c ia l  e x is te n c e . 

I t  i s  a prim e fa c t o r  in  c re a t in g  the sense o f  nationhood . 

In  few ra re  ca ses  as in  S w itzerland  th e  r o le  o f  language, 

which i s  at the v ery  r o o t  o f  nationhood , i s  so s ig n i f ie s )  

th a t  language proved to  be an ou tstan d in g  means o f  k n it t 

in g  to g e th e r  separate groups in to  a n a t io n . However,the 

com p lex ity  and su b lim ity  o f  I n d ia ’ s e th n ic  and l in g u is t i c  

s it u a t io n  i s  probably  u n p a ra lle led  in  any country  in  the 

w o r ld . In Independent In d ia  the language is s u e  emerged 

as one o f  the most in tra n s ig e n t  problem s. In the wake o f  

th e  r e o rg a n is a t io n  o f  the s ta te s  on l i n g u i s t i c  b a s is  in  

1956, a number o f  u n ilin g u e l s ta te s  ware carved ou t in  

In d ia . But even t h is  o p e ra t io n  co u ld  n o t  so lv e  th e  acu te

ness o f  the l i n g u i s t i c  problem . And t h is  fa c t  was acknow

le d g e d  by th e  Commission i t s e l f .........  ’The scheme o f  r e 

d is t r ib u t io n  o f  s ta te  boundaries which we have recommended 

w i l l  r e s u l t  in  many ca ses  in  b r in g in g  to g e th e r  peop le  

speaking a common langu age. To that e x te n t , i t  w i l l  reduce 

th e  number o f  l i n g u i s t i c  m in o r it ie s . I t  i s ,  how ever,auite 

e v id e n t  th a t  even i f  the l i n g u i s t i c  p r in c ip le  were ap p lied  

v ery  r i g i d l y  the problem o f  l i n g u i s t i c  m in o r it ie s  w il l  by 

no means be s o lv e d * . However, the l i n g u i s t i c  form ation  o f  

s ta te s  can be id e n t i f ie d  as a m ajor ga in  o f  th e  dem ocratic
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movement as fa r  as the national problem in  India i s  concer

ned. Even th is  has been e ffected  shabbily as can be seen 

from problems that lin g er  even now. Thus we find  the 

national problem remains unsolved leading to the emergence 

o f  various problems l ik e  communalism, separatism and 

l in g u is t ic  chauvinism both at the state and regional le v e ls . 

This study i s  an attempt to  understand the Language Question 

in  Assam against i t s  h is to r ico -th e o re tlce l perspective.

Assam*s language problem i s  no doubt pecu liar in  to* 

sense that i t  i s  complicated by a multitude o f  languages 

and d ia le c ts  spoken by i t s  people, yet i t  has hardly been 

studied in  depth and properly analysed. This study 1? an 

humble e f fo r t  in  th is  d ire ct ion . Although, Assam is  the 

home o f  many languages th is  study i s  designed to  focus on 

the dynamics o f  the re lationsh ip  between Assamese -  the 

language spoken by the m ajority o f  the people in  the sta te , 

and Bengali -  the singlemost important language o f  the 

m in orities .

Following demands to introduce the regional language 
in  the sta te  administration, there was h ectic  p o l i t ic a l  

a c t iv ity  coupled with a great deal o f  misplaced enthusiasm. 

I t  i s  known that some o f  the states were opposed to the 

in troduction  o f  Hindi as the o f f i c ia l  language o f  the Indian 

Union. At the same time in  many states minority language 

groups opposed the im position  o f  the regional language. In
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the case o f Assam, i t  generated a controversy in  the Assem

b ly  and in  the Parliament and f in a lly  i t  led  to a strong 

language movement in  the state. The early sixties witnessed 

serious disturbances and r io ts  on this issue. The present 

study aims et understanding th is problem against its  sccio 

-economic and h istorical background.

The thesis carries s ix  chapters.  ̂Chapter I examines 

the language problem o f Assam in  the context o f d ifferent  

facets o f the National Question in  India. The different 

h isto rica l stages through which the National Problem in our 
country has evolved are discussed at length. In Chapter 11 

an exhaustive study o f the language problem in  the stat«  

against i t s  h istorical background is  presented. Moreover, 

socio-economic developments under B ritish  rule and its  

impact on the lin gu istic  nationality consciousness ar~ tou

ched upon. Chapter I I I  describes how a persistent movement 

fo r  the recognition o f Assamese as the o f f ic ia l  language 

was launched fo r  the f i r s t  time after independence.

Chapter IV focuses the chronological development of tne 

o f f ic ia l  language movement in  Assam. The government of 

Assam, by and large re flec tin g  the cautious policy adopted 

by the central government, tried  to tread a middle path by 
agreeing to implement the o f f ic ia l  language policy. However, 

the p o lit ic a l situation obtaining in  Assam during that time 
was not conducive to a smooth change over. In Chapter V an 

attempt i s  made to explore the causes that led to widespread
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r io ts  between the Assamese and the Bengali communities in  

the state over the o f f ic ia l  language issue . Inmigration 

and it s  impact on economy, unemployment problem,stagnant 

economic development e tc ., have been touched upon. Atten

tion  has also been paid to the ro le o f  p o lit ic a l parties  

and the press on the language issue. Finally,chapter VI 

carries the summary and conclusion o f  the study.

In analysing th is problem, the attempt throughout 

the work has been on analysis and interpretation rather 

than a mere descriptions o f events. The main d ifficu lty  

in  studying this problem has been the lack o f su ffic ient  

data. Although, a number o f scholarly works have been 

done on the history o f Assam (Ref. Gait 1963; Dutta 1958; 

Guha 1977; P o lit ic a l History o f  Assam, V o l.I , I I  and III 

1971, 1978, 1980) p ractica lly  no work has been done 

sp ec ific a lly  on the Language Issue o f  the state. Most o f  

the works which are availab le  on this problem hardly give 

any analytical picture o f the entire situation . Critical 

Days o f Assam by K.C. Barua, Assam’s Language Question by 

M. Neog and Social Tension in  India by G.S. Ghurye -  e l l  

these books ere no doubt helpful to fo llow  the various 

incidents chronologically but these works le f t  much to be 

desired in  examining the problem objectively .

To circumvent the inadequacy o f relevant data and 

information and to gain a better insight into th is vexed
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problem, the author had carried out personal interviews 

and written communications with a large cross-section  

o f  the society representing d iffe ren t walks o f public 

l i f e .  The comments and ideas received through some of 
the questionnaires have gone a long way in  moulding th-= 

perspective o f the author on the problem. Occupational 

data would have helped in  establishing the true base of 
the Assamese -  Bengali r iv a lry , tut i t  i s  not available  

separately in  the Census Reports. However, with a l l  the 

noted shortcomings and lim itations in  getting the 

required data, we have tried  to make an objective study 

o f the problem insofar as practicable. There w ill always 

be scope fo r  bringing to a c learer lig h t  the nuances of 
the Assamese-Bengali divide.

The present study may be considered as an attempt 

to understand the complex question o f language in  the 

state paving the way fo r  more Intensive researches on the 

issue. Inspite o f the author’s best e ffo rts  to present & 

reasoned account based on available data and records, 

there may be gaps in  knowledge and weakness in  theory that 

are inherently linked with the nature and complexity o f  

the problem under study. For errors o f fact or interpre

tation, i f  any, the responsib ility  l ie s ,  o f course, with 

the author. However, a sincere attempt has been made to 

present a coherent study o f the problem as the author s^es 

i t .  _____
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CHAPTER -  I

THE PROBLEM ; THEORY AND HISTORY

Language i s  the most im portant means o f  human 

com m unication. Language presupposes both l o g i c a l l y  end 

fa c t u a l ly  the in te r a c t io n  among p e o p le . Language can be 

a g re e t  u n ify in g  as w e ll as a d iv is iv e  f o r c e .  The 

l i n g u i s t i c  qu estion s assume a c r u c ia l  Importance in  the 

shaping o f  the p o l i t i c a l  s tru ctu re  o f  India  g iven  i t ?  

m u lt ilin g u a l natu re.

In d ie  i s  a su b -con tin en t extending  f o r  about 

two thousand k ilom etres from north to  south end east to 

w e st . With an area almost equal to  Europe w ithout ^us^ia, 

a p o p u la tio n  h ig h est in  the world next to  ChinP pnd a 

g eog ra p h ica l p o s i t io n  turn in g  i t  in to  a m eeting ground 

throughout h is to r y  f o r  p eop le  o f  d iv e rse  r a c ia l  and 

dem ographic o r ig in ,  i t  i s  hardly to  be wondered t h f t  

th ere  should be great m u lt ip l ic i t y  and v a r ie ty  in  the 

form s o f  speech in  t h is  cou n try . In such a h is t o r ic a l  

s e t t in g , the problem  o f  language in  India  i s  b ese t with 

com plexity  as a ls o  apparent d i f f i c u l t y .  Language being 

an im portant co n s titu e n t  o f  n a t io n a lity  and cu ltu re ,th e re
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cannot b °  any genuine solution to the problem w i t h e r :  ' rn 

recognition of the urge for self-expression of the dif:er^rt 
cultural entities that constitute the complex reality c  
India.

The Indian linguistic scene is dominated by a v . - r i e t y  

of languages. Grierson’s Linguistic Survey of I n d ia  had ->ut 

the total number of languages at 872 covering all the >nowt 

language families.^ The unique feature of the l i n g u i s t i c  

scene is the fact that there are over a dozen different 
languages each spoken by large number of people. Somr 
languages are more or less highly developed possessing ? r i c h  

literature and a fairly long literary tradition; w h i le  therp  

are also some languages that are comparatively newcomer ~ u 
the field of literature. Then again, there ere some 1 ' 

which do not possess any written literature or even ? scried 
of their own. Thus, India is a veritable ’tower o f  ^ab^l 1 2 3 and 

the multilingual nature of the land affects every aspect o f
3Indian life. It creates social cleavages in addition tc 

those crested by religion and caste. It gives linguistic 
foundation to regional as opposed to national loyalties 
However, multilinguism in itself is not a sufficient cruse o f

1. Grierson, G .A.,Linguistic Survey of India, 20 vols, 
Calcutta, 1903-28.

2. Map showing distribution of major linguistic groucs ir 
India, Fig.1.1.

3. Lamb, B.P. , Indie : A World in Transition, U,~,A., ] X L
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FIG. 1.1
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language conflict in India. The examples of Belgium (the 
French and gallons), Canada (the French Canadians and the 
Anglo-Canadians) and Sri Lanka (the Sinhalese and the 
Tamils) show that only two languages are enough to engender 
under certain circumstances strained relations between 
their speakers. On the other hand, where all major langua
ges are on an equal official footing as in Switzerland, tne 

presence of several language groups may not necessarily ' e
lxdivisive. Similarly, although it is far less widespread 

than Hindi, English is less divisive as an official lannug0 
in India because all groups ere more or less equally tQueued 
by it. The Soviet Union has even larger problems with echnic 
and linguistic jingoism. The Soviet Union has over one 
hundred ’nationalities' twenty two of which comprise mor° 
than a million people. Despite ell hopes that thesp nationa
lities will wither away under the impact of communism,nothing 
of the sort has happened. They were held under effective 
control by a resort to repressive measures, tfith Gorbachov 
preaching Glesnost (openness) endn Perestroika (restructuring 
the nationalities ere baring their teeth and coming out into 
the open. That will explain the recent demonstrations in tn° 
Armenian capital of Yerevan, believed to be the largest ^irco 
1917» end the riots in t.ne industrial town of sUmgain in

4. Giglioli, P.P. (ed.), Language and Social Context, G?*e> 
3ritain, 1975.
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neighbouring Azerbaijan. Though a ll  local language- 

encouraged, the study o f Russian is  a must in a ll  ~t 

and that undoubtedly created problems, apart from croc 

o f assim ilation.

India witnessed violent forms o f lin gu istic  

on several occasions in  connection with one or the - 

asoect o f the problem. An examination o f th is cues' i 

h istorical perspective suggests that the language i~ 

cannot be treated in iso lation  from the national ue- 

and more fundamentally from the correlation o f c le ^  

ces existing in any social formation. The national 

tion  is  f i r s t  and foremost a qu-stion of solving vi'ra 

problems of social development, abolishing national 

ssion and inequality, elim inatin0 obstacles to the 

tion  of nations and assuming freedom for the develc - 

people including achievement o f ecuality in  national 

re la tion s. In it s  widest sense, the national cue1’ ; 

embraces the entire complex o f relationship between e 

communities and above a ll between nations to at hav<=> 

been established, and those in the oroces" o f fo r -a t . 

th e ir  economic, socia l, ju d ic ia l, p o lit ic a l, l in  -uis: 

ideolo ica l and osychological manifestations.^ f a n-  

therefore, is  part o f a wider social question and nn 

be studied in  wider context.

5. Lazarev, M.S. (e d .),  Oriental Countries Today ( o 
Calcutta, 197b.
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We would examine in this chapter the language prob
lem of Assam in the context of differ°nt facets of the 
national question in India thus giving it a deene^ oers'ac
tive. The focus would be on (i) the historical stag° 
through which the national problem in India has evolved, 
(ii) the multinational character of the Indian Union end 
(iil) the uneven development of regions inhabited by 
various nationalities.

Nation end Nationalities as Historical Categories;

It is necessary to consider the linguistic issuer 
in the framework of the categories of nations, national iti ■ 
and national minorities. The nation is a reality. / s a 

form of human community it evolves historically on a given 
territory. It develops a common language, a common no1 tur^ 
and builds up a common economic structure.^ Different 
social classes in their totality comprise the nation. Th« 
nation may follow in its formations two possible lines of 

evolution. It may arise out of a numerically preponderant 
single nationality or it may grow out of several distinct 
nationalities. Nationalities, on the other hand, are 
separate linguistic, cultural, ethnic formations which exi
ted prior to capitalism and continue to exist for an 
indefinite period under capitalism. Nationality thus 
comprises predominantly a form of pre-capitalist com^uniti»

6. Lenin, V.I., Collected Works, Vol. 20, Moscow, 1964.
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on whose disintegration the modern capitalist society t - 
crysta liized . I f  these s t i l l  continue to exist ur 
capitalism i t  is  either due to the backward nature o f trie 
capitalism or the long duration o f pre-capitalist survival-. 
Thus,it is  clear that nationality in its  pure form belcrgs 
to the epoch o f localized economies. The development o 
commerce end industry breaks down the berriere in a gi 
nationality and between various nationalities o f a J ven 

country. In a developed 'lute* capitalist society,nat. ;n<. 
i t ie s  s t i l l  continue to exist as a mere community o f d^-ev 
and language. Therefore, the issues pertaining to na;-ici.--, 
nationalities and national minorities in their moi-rr. 
context, including the right o f self-determinatio i o 
nations are the products o f capitalist develooment fir  
in  the west and then onwards in the rest o f the v/orld.

The important requirement o f a sc ien tific  theor / i 
investigating any social question is  that the ques ior 
should be examined within definite historical lim its and i l 
i t  refers to a particular country (e .g ., the nati onal 
programme for a given country)due account should be ta<®n • 
the specific features distinguishing that country fro- 
others in the same historical epoch.£ First o f  a ll, it 

implies that a clear distinction must be drawn betweer tr. 
two periods o f capitalism which d iffer redically from

7. C>Jlrt, i.H ., ihe Bolsnevik devolution, Vol. ( i ) ,  Greet 
Britain, 1§73» Stalin, J.V. Works, Vol.2 ,Moscow, l rh3.

8. Lenin, V .I ., Selected Works, V ol.I, Mo-scow, 7.950.
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e t c h  o th e r  as f a r  as th e  n a t io n a l  movement i s  con c^rne -i.

On th e  one hand, th e re  i s  th e  p e r io d  o f  th e  c o l l  an s c- o f

fe u d a l is m  and a b s o lu t is m , th e  p e r io d  o f  th e  fo rm a tio t  j-

th e  b o u rg e o is  d em o cra tic  s o c ie t y  end s t a t e ,  when tne

n a t io n a l  movement f o r  th e  f i r s t  tim e  become mass mcv -err

and in  one way o r  th e  o th e r  draw  a l l  c la s s e s  o f  the

p o p u la t io n  in to  p o l i t i c s  th ro u gh  the  p r e s s , p a r t i c i o a  lor

i n  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  e t c .  On th e  o th e -  h a  ,

t h e r e  i s  th e  p e r io d  o f  f u l l y  form ed c a p i t a l i s t  stat->  .-.x

a  lo n g  e s t a b l i s h e d  c o n s t i t u t io n a l  re g im e  and a h i

d e v e lo p e d  an tagon ism  be tw een  th e  p r o l e t a r i a t  and t r  u -

g e o i s i e ,  a  p e r io d  th a t  may be c e l l e d  th e  eve  o f  the
g

c o l l a p s e  o f  c a p i t a l i s m .  The n a t io n a l  q u e s t io n  is, 

f o r e ,  v e r y  much a d em o cra tic  q u e s t io n  and needs tc b 

c o n s id e re d  i n  t h e i r  h is t o r ic a l , s o c io -e c o n o m ic  and cui -ur, 

c o n t e x t .  The s t r u g g le  f o r  n a t io n a l  r i g h t s  i s  i d e n t i f i e r  

more and more o f t e n  w ith  the  movements f o r  a fundam enti'■ 

s o lu t i o n  o f  acute  s o c i a l  p ro b le m s . T h is  i s  q u it ^  l o  i < a:  

b e c a u se  c o n f l i c t  betw een  n a t i o n a l i t i e s  to d a y  a re  r o o fe -  l 

th e  c a p i t a l i s t  system  i t s e l f  i n  i t s  e x p lo i t a t i v e  c] as 

e s s e n c e .  T hese  deve lopm ents e re  borne o u t by L e n in ’ '  r.̂  : 

’ Im p e r ia lis m  does n o t h a l t  th e  deve lopm ent o f  c a p i t . 1 >  

and th e  g row th  o f  d em ocratic  te n d e n c ie s  among th e  mas 

p o p u la t io n .  On th e  c o n t r a ry ,  i t  a c c en tu a te s  th e  ant,. r r ,  

b e tw een  t h e i r  d em o cra tic  a s p i r a t io n s  and the  a n t i -d e  »cr ■

9 . i b i d
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tendency of the trust*,10 The growth of the national libe
ration movement is linked to this process, which is further
assisted by the emergence and growing strength of the

11social system. Among the factors underlying the aggra
vation of the nationalities question are the general c r i a i  - 

of capitalism, the sharpening of existing social contradic
tions end the emergence of new ones in capitalist countries,  

the involvement in political life of the intermediate «-ocifl 
strata, the increasingly uneven socio-economic develocment 
of regions and the integrative processes in the caoitalist 
economy that are breaking up long standing national ethnic 
ties, creating new and aggravating old nationalities probl0"1. 
In the concrete conditions prevailing in an individual 
country, the operation of these factors is peculiar end 
often highly specific. For example, in Belgium we fine two 
groups, the Flemings and Vallons, whose economic and cultu
ral development had proceeded along totally different line<5 , 
were united in a single state. For a long time, the 
heterogeneity of the Belgian population was practically of 
no consequence for the reason that when the state was
proclaimed none of the regions had a national movement,

12ing to set up a state structure of its own. In Indip, we 
filid that the national problem remains unsolved leedin to

10. Lenin, V.I., Collected Works, Vol. 23, Moscow, 196A.
11. World Marxist Review, Vol.23, No.3, March, 13P0.
12. Ibid.
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the emergence of various problems like communal!sm,sepfre- 
tism, linguistic chauvinism, provincialism and regionalism. 
Therefore a concrete analysis of the Indian situation f no" 
the historical perspective is essential.

Colonialism end uneven development:

India was integrated into the world capitalist 
economy in a subordinate colonial position during the nine- 
teenth century. It emerged as a classic colony pleyinr 
crucial role in the development of British capitalism. ?he 

colonial Indian economy was very much a pert of world 
capitalism which needs to be viewed as a single world-wide 
system of which colonial economics were an integral par". 
The historical process that led to this colonial integra
tion or this pattern of modernization inevitably led to 
the underdevelopment of India

The British administration of India systematically 
destroyed all the fibres end foundations of Indian s o c i e t y .  

Its lend and taxation policy ruined India’s village economy 

and substituted for it the parasitic landowner end none ~ 

lender. Its commercial policy destroyed the Indian art : -er 
and created slums of the Indian cities filled with mill Lons 
of starving and diseased paupers. Its economic policy r̂o'̂  
down whatever beginnings that were of en indigenous in'hs- 
trial development and promoted the proliferations of

13. Chandra, 3., Nationalism and Colonialism in Modern 
India, New Delhi, 1979.
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speculators, petty-businessmen, agents end precarious live"! i-
1Ahood in the meshes of a decaying society. Thus,British rule 

consolidated itself by creating new classes end vestpd 
interests who were tied up with that rule end whose privilege* 
depended on its continuance. There were the land-owners e n d  

the princes, and there were a large number of subordinate mem
bers of the services in various departments of the government 
from the patwari, the village headman upwards. To ell the^e 
methods must be added the deliberate policy, pursued through
out the period of British rule, of creating divisions fmong 
Indians, of encouraging one group at the cost of the other.
It is thus a fair assessment of the effects on Indie of two 
centuries of domination by Western capitalism as well bf ? 
correct analysis of the causes of India’s present uneven 
development. As Nehru put it, ’Nearly ell our major prpvlQm=- 
today have grown up during British rule end es e direct 
result of British policyj the princes, the minority problems, 
various vested interests - foreign end Indian, the lack of 
industry end the neglect of agriculture, the extreme backward
ness in the social services and above all, the tregic poverty 
of the people.^

The policy of economic development pursued by the 
colonialists created serious regional imbalances which gener?- 
ted political tensions of various kinds. Growth of trade and

14. Beran, The Political Economy of Growth, U.^./.,197t .
15. Nehru, J., The Discovery of India, New York, 1946.
16. Ibid.
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commerce in colonial India meant the creation of jobs rnd 
educational opportunities at the lower level at coastal 
centres like Bombay, Calcutta and Madras. This led to the 
emergence of some industries in these enclaves and hence, 
to the development of a merchant capitalist class which 
started investing in industry. This gave these regions a 
lead start over other regions, before independence was 
achieved. Today, these disparities have been accentuated 
and exacerbated by the later uneven development of Indie.

Rise of Indian Capitalist class:

The Indian capitalist class, in the strictly modern 
sense, arose during British period. It arose as a 
consequence of a number of measures adopted by the British 
rulers.to transform India into a colony to subserve their 
own interests. When capitalism developed in historically 
belated countries like India, it developed under different 
end more unfavourable conditions from those in the pioneer
ing capitalist countries. The first capitalist countries 
subordinated other societies to facilitate their own 
development by gaining access to the markets and resources 
of these societies. The societies thus subordinated, like 
India, faced this same process as a barrier to their own 
capital accumulation process. In contrast to whet was the 
case in the first capitalist countries the Indian capixeiict 
class found It difficult even to get access to its own homp 
market against the established competition of British
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industry. British imperialism took away resources that could
have sustained India's own development end the coloniel
state neglected to provide the necessary overheads for co^o-

17titive industrialisation.

The Indian capitalist class realized that imperialist 
economic exploitation of India blocked their long t^rm growth 
and it opposed all the three major channels through whjch the 
metropolis extracted India’s social surplus. Those channels 
were - domination of the Indian market, investment of foreign 
capital both industrial and finance, and direct surplus 
expropriation through control over public finance and s’-, 
particular through high military expenditure for imperial 
purposes. Therefore, the Indian capitalist class gavQ o-road 
support to the nationalist movement against imperialism end 
it also formed its organisations to project its specif i 
problems. They sensed that the people of India as a whole 
desired freedom from imperialist bondage. It was also 
realized that their conditions of life and their contradic
tion with imperialism would propel their nationalist 
political activity irrespective of the participation of the 
capitalist class. The basic task before the capitalist class  

was,therefore, to remain relevant to such a basic and cower- 
ful social force as nationalism srxl try to establish its 
hegemony over the programme, organisation,strategy and t u -'

1 7 .  Davy, B. The Economic Development of India, New York, 
1975.
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18pattern of struggle. This two fold relationship of the
capitalist class with imperialism led it to work for a non
-revolutionary pattern of anti-imperialist struggle. Thus
the struggle was to be based on the strategy of struggle
(pressure), compromise end stage by stage advance tower ir

19a bourgeois nation state and independent economic 
development.

Nationalism:

Indian nationalism is a modern phenomenon. The roots 
of modern nationalism are found in the critique levelled by 

the emerging Indian intelligentsia during the second hr If 
of the nineteenth century against the inherent limitations 
of the colonial economy, society end political structure a« 
a whole. It was the breadth of this critique end the 
creation of a humanist vision which infact had much in 
common initially with the developing liboral-democracy ir 
Britain thus enabling the nationalists and their party -t’-e 
Congress in India, to relate to diverse social groups up- 
and down the economic ladder to influence them,and mobilize 
them in the movement for winning political independence. Ir 
this respect, Indian nationalism was never narrowly based.

Indian nationalism came into conflict with the rule 
of British Capitalism supported by Indian feudal remnant?

18. Chandra, Bipan, The Indian Capitalist Class end 
Imperialism before 1947, Contemporary Asia Quarterly, 
Vol.5, No.3, 1975.

19. Ibid. T  *2. i ,
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end other reactionary forces. This was in contrast to • e 
nationalism of the English end the French peoples, who 
came into conflict with their own indigenous feudal 
classes. This was one of the basic peculiarities of 
Indian nationalism. The basic colonial character of 
British rule and its hermful impact on the lives of tee 
Indian people led to the rise and development of a powerful 
anti-imperialist movement in India. This movement was r 
national movement because it embraced within its fold ell 
the different classes and groups of Indian society. Th^?e 
classes and groups had their own contradictions with 
imperialism which brought them together in a common nation?! 
movement.

The basic political objectives of the nationalist 
leaders were, (a) to help the process of unifying Indian 
people into a nation, (b) to promote the growth of modern 
capitalist economy, (c) to create an all Indie national 
leadership and (d) to generalize form and crystallize an 
anti-imperialist ideology and in the end to create a broad 
all India national movement. In this process they under
took an analysis of the basic character of British 
colonialism in India and spread their understanding of it? 
exploitative character among the Indian people. rn import; rt

20. Desei, A.R. , Social Background of Indian Nationalism, 
Bombay, 1976.
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section of the Indian leadership at no stage believed m  

the benevolent intentions o f the ru le rs . Dedabhei Neoroji 

, fo r  example, resolved i t  by ca llin g  British  ru le in  Inaia 

u n -B r it ish .^ - Moreover, the newspapers invariebly gave 

e more open, d irect and bold expression to the feeling? of 

the rank and f i l e  of national leadership than the public 

men did, end played an important part in  developing and 

moulding popular nationalist sentiments on economic Ques

tions end their p o lit ic a l bearings.

The nationalist leaders adopted a national approach 

towards economic development. Their total concern was with 

the general welfare of the community end they, therefore, 

tr ied  to represent the interest of a l l  classes of Indian 

society. They f e l t  that while they were engaged in  the 

struggle fo r getting economic Justice and equality fo r the 

entire nation they -should not take up the figh t for Justice 

and equality between classes. They decided therefore not 

to take up any activity which would tend to divide the 

people at a time when the reed was to unite them into a 

nation. This perspective,however correct, made them ignore

21. Chendra, Bipan, The Problems o f Poverty and Indian 
National Leadership 1880-1905, Enquiry, V o l.l ,  No. 2 , 
Monsoon, 1964.

22. Tilak, L. edited, The Klesari, Bombay, 1896.
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other espets of contemporary reality. Initially, the 
nationalist movement did not have a wide social base.ihe 
area of its influence was limited mainly to the urban 
educated Indians. However, with the emergence of Gandhi, 
the character of Indian national movement changed with ; 
new ideology and a mass social base. Gandhi was firmly 
rooted in the Indian soil and it was from this fact the- 
he drew immense strength. The masses, the peasants and 
workers came into the national movement primarily in the 
Gandhian era. This is perhaps the most important especc 
of the growth of national movement. It is also edually 
important to note that the capitalists as a class also 
Joined the movement and came to support it actively, 
though primarily financially, during this era. Thus, 
Indian national movement was a multi-class movement of 
the Indian people against imperialism. The Congress 
before independence was not a party of the bourgeoisie 
but a platform, an open-ended organisation heading a 
popular movement, in which different classes and differ
ent shades of political end economic opinion could 
contend for hegemony.

The Problem of National Minorities

The problem of nationalities end minorities war 
evolved in the course of Indian national movement. It i

23

2 3 *  Chandra, Bipan. Rise and Growth of Economic ^tior • 
elisra in India, New Delhi, 1969.
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not e unique problem of Indian nationalism. Such a problem 
did emerge and demanded solution in the history of a number 
of modern people such as the Austrians, the Hungarians, and 
the Russians. However, it is not that every modern pec .1® 
was confronted by their historical development with the 

problem of nationalities. For example, the English,end th« 
French did not have to confront such a problem on the road 
to their consolidation es nations. In contrast to this,th^
peoples of the East European countries like the Austro-

«

Hungarian Empire, the Balkans, end others, had to confront 
this problem. Specific historical reasons are responsible 
for this distinction.^

It is interesting to study how the problem of 
Indian national minorities emerged and came to the forafror- 
of Indian nationalist politics. The growth of nationalism 
was an uneven process among different communities and 
provinces in India. The impact of British rule 8s well as 
the penetration of new forces did not take place at the 
seme pace throughout the country. At the same tim®, the 
conditions which led to the rise of political end national 
conciousness matured unevenly among different parts and 
communities. Some parts of India and some communities K -->̂ â ' 
politically conscious earlier than others. As a result, bh® 
development of the national movement was paralleled by 
growth of independent political movements of such socio- 
religious categories as the Muslims, the depressed classes,

24. Des8i, n. 20
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the Sikhs end the non-Brehmins end of such provincial social
groups specking the seme lenguege end having the same
culture es the Tamils, the Telegus, the Maleyelis, the
Kenarese, the Merethis, the Oriyes, the Gujreties, the 1 ur-
jabis, the Sindhis, the Bengalis, the Biharis, the Assamese
and others. As group awareness developed among these groups
of people, they felt a yearning for a corporate life
unhampered by the existing provincial division, which bi<'
not correspond to linguistic groups but were created m;ini/
for administrative convenience. The politicising role of
language was felt not only by those who benefited from
linguistic expansion but by those who were threatened by it.
The Bengalis, the Marathis and the Tamils wer» surrounded by
submerged linguistic groups whose advancement end distinctive
claims were not taken care of. The Assamese, the Oriye^ and
the Biharis eventually expressed their resentment against the
Bengalis by urging the claims of their own languages.
Similarly, in Andhra the Telegus followed the same tactic
against the claims of the Tamil si the intrusions of Marathi
were denounced by Hindi speakers in the Central Provincps and
the Kenarese-speakers in the south of Bombay provinces. ^ «
social dominance of Bengali speaking people in Assam, Orissa,

25Chota Nagpur and parts of Bihar was reflected in the 
dominance of their language. Although these areas were back
ward in the new education 8nd professional training,they c?me

25. Seal, A., The Emergence of Indian Nationalism, New York 
1971.
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slowly to priduce their own educatpd people. Thprpby,
attempted to redress the balance by asserting the clei~<=
for introduction of their own languages in edministr'eti.or
and law courts. Bengali patriotism, end pride in language
came to be challenged by the patriotism of the speakers
of Assamese, Oriya and Biheri. For example, the enli ht-
ened section of the Assamese educated in Calcutta brought
out their own literary journal in 1889 named ’Joneki’
which stressed the linguistic identity^ of Assamese.

27Few Remarks on Assam' by Ananda Ram Dhekiel Phukar. 
affirmed the separate identity of the Assamese language 
against the expansionist claims of the Bengali.

However, the question of linguistic re-orp-anise io? 
of provinces received scent attention during the British 
rule. The concrete issue of linguistic re-orgeniseticr 
made its first official appearance in the 1917 Calcutta 
Congress session. The Congress then held the view that rHe 
maintenance of non-linguistic administrative divisions by 
the British government was arbitrary and a part of the 
policy of 'divide and rule' end it was argued by some of 
the prominent Congress leaders that 'language in this 
country stood for and represented culture, race, hi^to^v, 
individuality end finally a sub-nation'.^®

26. Sarmeh, S.N., Asemiya Sahityar Itibritta, Assam, 19^9.
27. Mills, A.J., Report on the Province of Assam, Calcutta, 

1P54.
28. Harrison, S., The Challenge to Indian Nationalism, 

Foreign Affairs, 34, April, 1956.
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It was imperative for the Congress under Gandhi,:!

it had to become 8 mess organ!sation,to channelise tr;e

linguistic nationality sentiment end use the nation?] ? - n-

guages as vehicles of political communicetion and

propogende. The Congress, ell through the period of the

freedom movement, never formulated a concrete plan of

a c t i o n  but centented itself in assuaging nationality senti

m e n t s  by merely passing resolutions and accepting the
29principle of linguistic basis for recognition * of differ 

provinces. Adoption of linguistic principle for reorn nir 

a t i o n  of the administrative and political divisions merged 

a turning point for the Congress end transformed it from a 

middle class assembly to e mass organisation by deriving 

support from different regions and building up the nation?1 

movement by harnessing the forces of regionalism.'5® But 

later on limitations were imposed on such e principle by 

the Congress itself leaving it to public sentiments tc grow 

i n  course of time.

Even after the achievement of independence, the 

government at the centre continued to resist the demenc for 

the linguistic reorganisation of states for a long time. 

Therefore, in the post-independence period, many hitherto

29. Prakash, K. ,Language and Nationality Politics in I n d i r , 
Madras, 1973.

30. Ghose, S . ,  Political Ideas end Movements in India, 
Calcutta, 1975.
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backward or less developed minorities become conscious oi 
their rights end have put forward claims for the early 
recognition of their distinct entity. The State ^eor^;- 
nisatiorr Commission^ with some hesitation, had accepted 
the principles of linguistic states. Although the accep
tance of the principle of linguistic self determination 
was not officially acknowledged,Indie was divided into 
fourteen states that subsecuently increased to twenty 
states most of which embody a cultural end linguistic 
identity.

The principle of linguistic states ha? nodoubt 
some inherent inedeouecies. Historically, the implicit 
acceptance of the principle ended divisive language 
conflicts in some states, while setting into motion n*>v 
conflicts in other states. In states that were relatively 
culturally homogeneous or where the rates of social rnc 
economic transformation kept up with the assimilative 
capacity of dominant cultures the creation of linguistic 
states resulted in resolution of language conflicts within 
the states. However, in culturally heterogenous states 
and where social transformation ran ahead of assimilative 
capacities of dominant cultures, linguistic static only 
gave a boost to new conflicts. Linguistic considera+i

31. Report of the States Reorganisation Commission,Oeihi, 
1955.

32. Barueh, S., Lessons of Assem, Economic and Politic?1 
Weekly, Bombay, Feb 15, 1986.
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apart, there were also other forces at work which heve beer: 
given concession in some cases in course of time.

Multinational character

India is a multinational state. It ha? various 
nationalities marked out by language end culture. For 
example, Tamil, Telegu, Malyalam, Marathi, Punj8bi,Kashmiri, 
Bengali, Assamese etc. There are variations in the degree 
of nationality formations dependent on the respective blar- 
formations within the nationalities themselves. The multi- 
nationality problem in India is further complicated by the 

existence of a number of castes, religions end ethnic groups.

Though India is a multinational state Just as r i??i- 
or China, the nationality question hes assumed different 
forms in India. The Indian situation is different due tc 

different historical position. Since India was a British 
colony for several centuries, imperialism itself had becom'-' 
a gr°at hurdle for development of nations in this country; 
that is why the national consciousness of those nationalities 
has developed as a pert of the anti-imperialist c o n s c i o u . 
Moreover, the historical circumstances under which capitalism 
arose and developed in Indie brought In their wake a coy lex 
uneven development of nationalities and regions. All rrtr 
of India and all Indian nationalities did not come under 
British rule at one and the seme point of time. Nor wer? 
they at the seme stage of socio-economic development. ’nis
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unevenness left its imprint on the manifestation of netion- 
el ism et verious levels, both in terms of chronology en^ in 
terms of the emotional content and identity. This uneven 
development is inseparebly tied to the entrenched »xist^nce 
of backward relations of production of the Indian society 
and the most retrograde survivals of the feudal pest. The 
uneven development of the various regions inhabited by the 
nationalities produce social end economic tensions between 
the different regions and the centre. This problem gets 
further complicated in the process of economic development. 
One of the most striking experiences of planned develooment 
in India has been that economically backward areas have 
gained little from planning. In many states, though the 
development effort has increased in every successive plan 
period, its benefit has percolated more to the already 
developed arees. The failure of the planning process 
developed economic imbalances between states, regions ano 
sub-regions. State wise per capita income at constant oric^<- 
,although not an adequate indicator^would fairly indicate tne 
trend of economic growth in states (tablell). It is evident 
from the table-1 that by the ranking method the states that 
occupy the last five positions, viz. Bihar, Orrisa, /.--̂ am, 
Rajasthan end Uttar Pradesh with the exception of Karnataka, 
continued to occupy the same positions from 1960-61 to 
1970- 71. tfhile Bihar continued to have the seme per capit; 
income during the period, Rajasthan and Orissa showed ever a
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decline in  the rea l income and Uttar Pradesh and ^sam mow 

a marginal improvement. But a ll  these stttes are trail 

behind the a ll-In d ia  average per capita income o f r s . ^7 .  

The absolute dependent position o f the states on tne om1' 

has nodoubt hampered balanced regional development.

In India the problems o f national unity lik e  Ci.rt“:. 

lin gu is t ic  division , the position of the scheduled car t: 

scheduled tribes etc. have been more and more complex, r: 

broke out on many of these issues lik e  the separatist ■

movement, the o f f ic ia l  language movement in Assam,the :a: 

movement in  Bihar etc. These conflicts seem to  ; r r c  

within the realm o f ideas and cultural pattern. closer Li

tigation , however, reveals that behind the apparent ca: %

re lig io u s  and lin gu istic  d ifferences, economic causes re

determining factors. It has been observed that vestec :: r 

are fan ing the flsmes o f re lig iou s , communal, lin gu is id- 

regional su scep tib ilities fo r  th e ir own partisan ends 

major task the democratic movement in  India is  corn'rort r , , 

i s  to quieten the tension, restore harmony on these is * 

to concentrate attention on the burning economic and ns] 

demands. These problems are related to the nature o f  - : 

Indian socio-economic formation and to the d ia lectica l r-r 

tionship to the base and super structure. Keeping thi ;• 

the present study re lates to the problem o f language i. .s 

This is  one of the sign ificant issues in  the process o 

p o lit ic a l development in  India.
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The Problem

Assem presents a unique fusion of different lin ” i<-- 
tic end racial elements. For reasons of a historical rftn ^ 
dating back to the early days of the Company Raj, induction 
of Bengali elemehts to the administration in Assam g8ve ri«° 
to conflicts between the Assamese end the Bengalis on issue 
related to the use of the language as a medium of instructim 
end language of the courts as well as University. The 
present study is designed to focus the dynamics of the 
relationships between Assamese, the language spoken by the 
majority of the people in the state, end Bengali, the 
language of an important linguistic minority in the stat^.^oe 
pattern of linguistic conflict in each state in India ir 
reflected not only in the number of language groups and their 
relative size but also in the degree of relatedness and 
distinction among them. Historical reasons apart,the tagging 
of Bengali speaking Cachar district to the Assamese snerkin? 
Brahmaputra Valley within the same state has further cor* 1 in' - 
ted the problem. This provided, as it historically did ir 
most parts of India, a specific area in which politics couV- 
be manipulated. This study is an attempt to examine thi* 
political scenario based on the official language question.
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CHAPTER - II

ORIGINS OF THE LANGUAGE PROBLEM IN ASSAM

The Question of officiel language for the stet of 
Assam had engaged the minds of the people for & number of 
years since independence. Several times it was raised or 
the floor of the assembly and was frequently discussed in 
the press and on other platforms. During the last few yeerc 
several states in India decided the question of their respec
tive official languages and therefore, this question naturally 
assumed importance in Assam as well. The historical, -ocio 
-economic background of As=am needs to be studied in order to 
understand the problem in its proper perspective. An attemot 
has been made in this chapter to trace the identifiable 
factors responsible for the origin and growth of the lanaueye 
problem in Assam.

The state of hsssm is located in the north-«est-rn 
pert of the Indian Union,between 23° north and 27° north 
latitude and 89°46 * east and 97°4 east longitude. It 
bordered on the north by Bhutan end Arunechal P r a d e s h . J ? 
its east and south lie Arunechal Pradesh, Nagaland, Mariour, 
Mizoram and Meghalaya, In its western boundary lie tfest 
Bengal, Tripura end Bangladesh. By virtue of its geogrfohica1
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situation, Assam occupies a strategic position in the r o l i -  

t ic a l map of India. With an area of 78,523 so. Km., /Warn 

represents 2.39 per cent of the total land area of the 

country. The landmass o f the state is  characterised by i t -  

d iv ision  into two distinct natural regions, i . e .  ( i ) “he 

p lain s comprising the whole of the Brahmaputra Valley i nd - 

part of the Surma Valley and ( i i )  the h il ly  regions of the 

north, east, south, and the centre which surround the i seam 

p la in s . The state now has a population of more then twenty 

m illion  with a density of over 260 persons per sq.km.

Assam presents a unique fusion of d ifferent rac ia l 

and lin gu is t ic  elements. Rarely in  the world i s  the 

composition of population as diverse as in  th is region, j 

a resu lt of the long term migratory flow into Assam, it i> 
lin g u is t ic a lly  and ethnically the most d iversified  state in 
in  India. The tsngled national question of Assam cannon b° 

comprehended unless th is h isto rica lly  evolved regional 

cultural pattern i s  constantly kept in  mind.

Pre Colonial Period

P rio r to the advent of British  ru le , Assam was ruled 

by Ahoms, an off-shoot of the Tai or the great Shan stock of 

south east Asia. Hundreds of them, who belonged to the main 

wave of immigrants from the southern part of China,ult imate ly  

crossed the Patkai h i l ls  at the beginning of the 12th century
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and with Sukapha^ as th e ir  heed settled  down in  the pit in?
2

of Assam. They did not meet much resistance from the

lo c a l people belonging to such communities as Chutiyas,
3

Berehis and Kacheris. They conquered the lo c a l t r ib e s  one 

a fte r  another. By the end o f the 15th century, the /boms 

became the dominant power in  Assam. Their power end pros

p e rity  reached i t s  zenith during the ru le  of Kin*? Hudra 

Singhe (1696-1714). The Ahoms ruled in  Assam fo r  a l i t t l e  

l e s s  than s ix  hundred years . In the 18th century, the

Kingdom was greatly  weakened by internal jealousy and
Ll.

dissension . C iv il war broke out at the end of the 1 'th 

century.Taking advantage of the dissensions and in t r ig u e  

in  the Ahorn royal fam ily and among the n o b ility , the 

Burmese led  several invasions into the country between 

1 £16-1824. The 3urmese invasion at the end of the Ahom 

ru le  was the greatest catastrophe fo r  the Assamese people 

As a re su lt  of inhuman b ru ta lity  in f l ic te d  in  them, the

1 . Butte, K .N., Landmarks of the Freedom struggle in  
Gauheti, 1969.

2. Gait, S.A. ,  A History o f Assam, 2nd ed. ,  Calcutta,1^26.

3. Bhuyen, S.K.,  Studies in  the History o f Assam, hpuVt l ,  
1965.

4 . C iv il war that struck at the roots o f the A.hom Monarchy 
came in  the form o f popular uprising against the 
Monarchy. The Moemorie setre gave the leadership in  
th is  u p ris in g . For d e ta ils  see, Bornuieri, H.K.
in  the Days of Company, Gauheti, I960.
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people o f  Assam valley  f le d  to  the h i l l s ,  to  Cachar, tc 

Menipur, and the whole region  became depopulated; in 

add ition , thousands o f Assamese were tsken away as 

‘ ca p tives . Assam gradually pesred into the B ritish  hen - 

in  182b at the conclusion o f  the f i r s t  Anglo-Burmese war".

The Assamese socie ty , p rio r  to  the coming o f the 

B ritish , was tr ib a l-feu d a l in  structure. The Indian sy s

tem o f feudal!an could never in f i lt r a te  deeply into major 

parts o f  Assam end did not pose a challenge to the / hom 

system o f government, Hinduism being the dominant 

r e lig io n , the tra d ition a l d iv is ion  o f the society into 

d iffe re n t  categories o f caste ex isted , Conseouently, the 

dominance o f the upper caste over the lower cast* 

continued to p rev a il. Over and above th is , the vast 

m ajority was tied  to  the upper caste with feudal ohlicrp-

t io n s . They had to  serve the n ob ility  e ith er in  the
6 7capacity as paiks or as laguas or s laves.' These neoole  

the commoners, the mass o f the population other than the 

Brahmins, the ruling n o b ility  and those Kayasthas and 

K alitas who served as sp ir itu a l guides to  the people ,vho

5 . Banerjee, A.C., The Eastern Frontier o f Sritish  India,  
Calcutta, 1964.

6 . The Paiks were the menuel servants f x  three months in 
a year and enjoyed ren t-free  tenure in  return cf  sr. - 
services to  the state.

7 . The sieves (or Laguas) were s lo tted  to  the royal 
o f f ic e r s  as personal attendents, o r ig in a lly  recruited 
amongst the prisoners o f  wars. For d e ta il -  rof^r do -o : 
L.,  Assamese society in  the 18th century, patter
ted in  rhe U.G.C. Seminar on Society in  North .,est 
India, Dibrugarh U niversity, March, 1978.
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had no separate entity as individuals and no privileges
except to serve their masters. In between the privileged
nobles and the labouring paiks there was a stratum o:

people to which the roots of the present day middle-cless
may be traced. This group consisted of the junior
officers like Hazarikas end Boras who formed a separate
social group. They were denied the privileges enjoyed hv
the nobles, but unlike the paiks, they were exempted frnm
doing compulsory state labour. This Assamese social

8structure did not change' radically with the xntroducti ̂  
of foreign rule.

Development Under Colonial Period

The period from 1826 wa«* a formative epoch in the 
history of Assam. It marked not only the end of the 
independent and powerful Ahom monarchy but ushered in 
new regime ox foreign domination with attendant change^.

QThe Bast India Company annexed lower Assam and tried to 
establish its hegemony in Upper Assam'*'0 through a punnet 
King named Purander Singh. That experiment having failed, 
the company annexed the territory and placed it under th»

8. Deka, K., Structural changes during the Britisn 
regime, The North Sastern Research Bulletin, Vol.IV, 
1973 .

9. Lower Assam comprised of the districts of Kemrup, 
Darrang end Nowgong.

10. Upper Assam includes the districts of hj.t>s6gpr ?nd 
Lekhimpur only.
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Bengal administration. Assam was administered a? a part jj'
Bengal during the period 1826-1873. In 1874, Assam was
constituted into a separate province with the two Bengal
districts of Sylhet and Cachar under a Chief Commissioner.
A new reorganisation took place in 1905, and that was tr

have a lasting influence on the attitude of the Assamese
towards migrants from the neighbouring areas of 3ast 

11Bengal. ?ew more Bengal districts including Jelpeiguri
were tagged to </5ssam and a new province under the name of
Eastern Bengal and Assam was constituted under a Lieut Men"
Governor, The partition of Bengal displeased both As m -
end Bengal and had to be annulled in December 1911 after
which Assam again reverted to the status of a Chief Oormi-
seioner’s province. Under the Reform’s Act of 1919, / ; r.
became a Govornor’s province. Demands for the transfer o-
the remaining two Bengal districts viz., Sylhet and Cec.utr
(plains) were made again and 8gain by both Assam end Bengal ,
but the authorities refused to give effect to this popular 

12demand. These new boundaries were to remain intact until

11. Weiner, M., Sons of the Coil, Migration end Ethnic c: 
flict in India, Princeton University Press, 197p.

12. This led to a large number of Bengalis to give up -ip 
hope of getting these districts re-transferred to 
Bengal and move on the line of converting the province 
of Assam itself into a Bengali majority province and 
constitute a Greater Bengal by importing Bengali
grants.and propagating Bengali language and culture. 
Many of them even argue that the Assamese language it
self is a dialect of the Bengali. Ref°r, Berua. H., 
Reflections on Assem-cum-Pakistan, Geuheti, 1944.
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the p a rtit ion  o f  India in  1947, The recon stitu tion  o f  

Assam by bringing in  large Bengali speaking areas as also 

the in troduction  o f  English educated Bengali c lerk s may 

be said to  have marked the beginning o f  the language 

problem in  Assam. However, fo r  a proper understanding o f 

the problem a look  in to  the B ritish  administrative system 

in  Assam i s  ca lled  f o r .

C olonial P o licy

The process o f  co lon ization  in  Assam was aimed at 

restructuring  the socie ty  and monetizing i t s  economy to 

e f fe c t iv e ly  serve the imperial in te re s ts . The administ a- 

t io n , land revenue and taxation  measures were geared to 

the major task o f  co lon ia l exp lo ita tion .

The process o f  t e r r ito r ia l  adjustments and 

readjustments had i t s  impact on the economic, so cist-cultural 

and demographic aspects o f  the people o f  Assam. The most 

important impact was evidenced on the demographic p ro file  

o f  the Brahmaputra V alley, a study o f  the one hundred and 

twenty years o f  B ritish  co lon ia l rule in  Assam revea ls that 

they opened the doors o f  Assam to  the immigrants from 

d istan t places to  su it th e ir  own co lon ia l in terests . 

Establishment o f  the Assam Tea Company was part o f  the 

scheme o f  co lon iza tion  o f  wasteland in  Assam to  provide new 

avenues fo r  investment o f  fore ign  ca p ita l. The te e  planta

t io n  in  Assam represented the device o f  B ritish  capitalism
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fo r  expropriation of surplus by adopting large ly  ore

c a p ita lis t  methods o f exploitation backed by colonial state

machinery. The British  made enormous p ro fits  from the tee

industry in  Assam. With a nominal capital investment, they

kept the p ro fit  high by paying abnormally low wages to the

labourers brought almost as slaves from the poverty striker

areas o f Bihar, Orissa, and the Madras presidency. Though
in i t ia l ly  local Assamese people were employed as labourers,
the practice was la te r  discontinued due to signs of reoe ll- 

13ion and discontent among the Assamese labourers in  tne

early  years of the plantation days. Immigrant labourers

could be exploited and ill-t re a te d  without much impact or

the surrounding v illa g e s . The British  administration,there
fo re , encouraged large  scale immigration into Assam tec

i 4gardens. The following table reveals that tea plantation

Table21 ; Growth of Population in  Assam

Period Per cent growth

1871 -  1881 9.1
1881 -  1891 9.2
1891 -  1901 5.9
1901 _ 1911 14.6
1911 -  1921 12.8
1921 -  1951 15.6
1931 -  1941 15.5

13. Guha, a ., Planter Raj to Swaraj ; Freedom Struggle and 
Electoral P o lit ic s  in  Assam 1826-1947, New Delhi,1977.

14. Census of India, 1931, Vol.3 , Assam Part I .
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labourer has been a dominant factor causing assam to be the 
province with fastest growing population in India.Thousand? 
of labourers annually recruited for the plantations from 
outside provinces, most of whom did not return home, formed 
the biggest migrant group till then in Assam's population.

The immigration of the Muslim peasants into assam 
in the first decade of this century was clearly linked witi 
the growth of jute industry in and around Calcutta by 
British finance capital. With the expansion of jute trade, 
the expansion of its cultivation also became an immediate 
necessity. As the area of jute cultivation in Bengal could 
no longer be extended, it was thought suitable to grow the 
same in Assam. As a result the immigration of expert jute 
cultivators into Assam started. With their superior tech
niques of cultivation, these immigrant peasants took tc 
cultivate of jute, vegetable and Ahu rice. The acreage 
under jute in the Brahmaputra Valley increased as a result 
of this immigration from a little less than 30 thousand
acres in 1905-1906 to more than 106 thousand acres in 1319 

15-1920. Bengal had been the scene of mounting peasant 
mobilization against the Zamindari oppression and exploita
tion. Therefore, immigration into Assam from East Bengal

15. Guha, A., Socio-Economic Change in Agrarian ascem, in 
Chaudhary, M.K. (ed) Trends in Socio-Economic Chanre i: 
India s 1871-1961, Simla, 1965.
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was encouraged under lan dlord -im peria list machination, "his 

process had two immediate e f fe c t s .  F irs t , i t  resulted ir 
the ebb,though temporary, o f  the peasant upsurge in  Bengal 

and second, i t  created a situation  fo r  a c o n f l ic t  betw°«n 
Assamese and Bengali peasants. The exploiting landlords 

and th e ir  co lon ia l overlords viewed that th e ir  in terests 

would be served as long as there was disunity among the 

t o i l in g  masses in  the name o f language,relig ion  and natior.c - 
l i t y .

The increase in  the migration o f  Muslim peasants 

from East Bengal between 1911-1921 was characterised by e  

gradual spread up in  the Brahmaputra V alley, .at f i r s t  the 

cu ltiv a to rs  simply sp ille d  over into the nearby d is t r ic t  oi 

Goalpara, and as la te  as 1911» the other d is t r ic ts  o f uhe 

v a lle y  contained only a few thousand Bengalis,most of whom 
were c le rk s , traders and professional men rather than 

farm ers. But during the 1911-1921 decade, the agricu lture! 

expansion was extended fa r  up the v a lle y , and the co lon ists  

cametoform an appreciable part o f  population in  a l l  the four 

lower and central d is t r ic t s .  Only the two Upper Assam 

d is t r ic t s  (Sibsagar and Lakhimpur) remained p ra ctica lly  

untouched. Most o f  the se tt le rs  came from a single Bengal 

d is t r i c t  o f  Mymensingh. The table 2.2 shows how the people 

from Mymensingh came to constitute an ever larger percentage 

o f  the Bengali horde moving into Assam from 1911 to 1331

lb .  Kingsley, D ., The Population o f  India and Pakistan, 
Princeton University Press, 1968.
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Tableg-2 i Growth o f Bengal-Born Population in  Assam, 1911-1951

Year Born in  Bengal Enumerated 
in  Assam 
Valley

Per cent o f 
Assam V e lle y  
Bengalis bora 
in  Mymensingh

Total Born in  
Mymensingh

1911 194 37 120 30.8

1921 376 172 301 57.1

1951 575 311 496 02.7

Source s Kingsley, D ., 1968 (c f . 16 ).

One added attraction fo r these immigrants from 3ast 

Bengal to come to Assam was the Ryotwari land tenure system 

in  Assam which offered them the taste of a refreshing l i e  

o f peasant proprietorship in  sharp contrast to the permanent 

settlement system of East Bengal. With their descendant 

the Bengali settlers represent a la rge  and permanent addition 

to the population. Most of them, probably 85 per cent, wer 

Muslim, whereas the original population of Assam was 

predominantly Hindu with a large  t r ib a l element. Thus the 

in flu x  of people from Bengal was a steady process covering 

the entire Brahmaputra Valley where no waste land was e f t  

requiring the cu ltivators to plough. This migration haa 

created certain impact on the land-use pattern in  *ssan. <y 

talcing advantage o f the Ryotwari land system of ^ssam ew  tne 

land settlement policy o f the British , these immigrant
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peasants occupied large  tracts of fe r t i le  land in  the hr. 

putra V alley . This increased pressure on land added another
~ j

dimension to the social con flict in  Assam. As a scholar

put i t ,  ' i f  the immigration continued unrestrained,would .iot

the Assamese be turned into a lin gu istic  minority in ti eir

own homeland -  the Brahmaputra Valley! He further added c

'an open door policy towards migrants, therefore, might

unwise from another point of view, particu larly  so, when

& small lin gu istic  sub-region such migration leads to : d

danger of the local community being cu ltu ra lly  swamped o-' jo t-
1 Pnumbered by another dominant or numerous community'.

Demands fo r trading, c le r ic a l, sk illed  and 

unskilled services invited further immigration of suitable  

persons belonging to non-indigenous ethnic groups such t : 

Marwari traders and the Bengali professionals, ns middlrior, 

petty traders, professionals and clerks, the immigrants Ly> 

Assam attained a dominant position in  its  economy, ns set 

iidministrative Report 1911-1912 thus observes ; V  consider

able share of the export trade in  mustard o il from ns: an 

in  the hands of a c lass of traders who are natives of t ‘ - 

Kamrup d is t r ic t , but almost a l l  the res t  of the export 

t r a f f ic ,  and nearly the whole of the import t ra f f ic  of ro- 

va lley  i s  carried on by Marwari traders community c a lls  

'Keyes’ , Besides these, there were a few mohtmmedtr 

merchants from Dacca. It  was very remarkable to notice the

17. Guha, A. no. 13

18. Ib id .
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complete mastery over the internal commerce o f  the valley
19which these strangers p ossessed '. The systematic

co lon isa tion  o f  Assam made i t  easy fo r  the Britisn

im p eria lists  and la te r  on fo r  indigenous exp lo iters  to

administer the state and exp lo it i t s  natural resources.

In fa ct , ever since the B ritish  occupation o f  Assam, many

o f  the Assamese had to make room fo r  the Bengali
20ta h sild ers  and various sorts o f  other amlehs. Thus, 

Assamese culture and tra d ition  began to be a ffected  by e 
clash  with forces  coming from Bengal.

Dominance o f  the Bengali Language

Another plank o f  im perialist p o licy  in  Assam .£/ 
to  suppress lo ca l languages and set up a r t i f ic ia l  

boundaries fo r  the sake o f  a cheap and sim plified  adminis

tr a t io n . This p o licy  a ffected  the lo c a l  middle c la ss  very

19 . Assam Administrative Report 1911-12, pp. 54-59.

20. The Amlahs were the co lon ia l co llaborators and so of cl 
exp lo iters  and they were the Bengalis who were 
in flu en tia l with the government in  the early days 
the British rule in  Assam and as a resu lt, in  the 
matter o f  language controversy, ' i t  was genertlly  
held that the i-mlahs were at the root o f  a ll e v ils  ' 
which occasioned the animosity between the two com-i- 
n it ie s  -  Assamese and Bengali. But as Dr.Sarpujari 
w rites ; 'Not merely the Amlahs o f  Bengal, almost t.M 
the o f f i c i a l s ,  high and low, Assamese and non- 
Assamese, never fa ile d  to ex p lo it  the situation  a
best as they could ......... whenever an opportunity
presented i t s e l f  . . .  i t  must also be clearly  under
stood that the i-mlahs were not the true represent*: - 
t iv e s  o f  the people o f  Bengal*. Refer, Barpujeri,H .a , 
Assam ; In the Days o f  the Compiany, Gauhati, 1993.
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much. The co lon ia l ru lers wanted english  educated person? 

to maintain w ritten documents, f i l e s ,  accounts e tc . follow  

ing the introduction  o f  new rules and regulations relating  

to  general adm inistration and c o lle c t io n  o f  land revenue in 

Assam. This province came to be occupied by the B ritish  

nearly seventy years a fter  the establishment o f  th e ir  

domination over Bengal. This was how english educated 

Bengali c lerks were brought to assam by the ru lers . The 

in trodu ction  o f  people from outside the province and tne 

crea tion  o f a new set o f  amlahs appeared to create a gulf 

between the government and the governed, and i t  was 

o f f i c i a l l y  acknowledged that such a situ ation  was not 

conducive to e f f ic ie n t  adm inistration. To quote 

Cunningham, 'The Assamese were slow to adjust themselves 

to  the change and to acquire the education which would f i t  

them to dispense with outside h elp . The Bengali community 

grew in  numbers and importance. Some settled* others, 

th e ir  serv ice  over,turned again home. But whether se ttlers  

or sojourners, they maintained th e ir  communication with the 

land o f  th e ir  o r ig in  and held themselves as a people apart. 

And i t  was natural also that finding the Assamese language 

c lo s e ly  akin to Bengali they looked on i t s  d iffe ren tia  
as mere d ia le c t ica l variations which ought to  y ie ld  to what

21. Cunningham, J .R ., Report on Assam University Enquiry, 
assam Govt. Press, Shillong, 193b.
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they considered the more cultivated language of tne U ioutta  

standard. What responsibility  attached to them in  tnis 

matter and what to the in ertia  o f government I do not know, 

but fo r nearly h a lf a century a fter the occupation the 

Assamese language did not receive o f f ic ia l  recognition '. Tie 

British  ru lers introduced Bengali in  the schools of ,.ssam 

and as a court language in  April 1836 on the ground tru.t it  

was very d if f ic u lt  and too costly to replace Persian s c r ip s  

who were on leave or le f t  the service. As expert ru lers, tne 

Britishers must have known what they were doing principally  

fo r  administrative convenience. Apart from administrative 

convenience, i t  is  possible that the policy o f ’divide e 

impera' had much to do with i t .  This decision on th>- 

language question struck a severe blow to the nascent 

Assamese nationalism and even to the survival o f the 

nationality . The rea lization  o f the threat to the lir *  i*.itic 

identity  of the Assamese people brought about a new wave 

consciousness among the educated youth o f the province.

The Assamese language undoubtedly suffered a secbac.< 

due to the po lic ies o f the ru le rs . The services of tie  

Bengali became indispensable in  the government schools,since 

lo ca l teachers were not available in  adequate numbers to 

impart lessons in  Bengali which became the medium of ir^tr> 

tion . Thus in  Assam, as elsewhere in  British India, ti e 

establishment of a hierarchy o f new o f f ic ia ls  operating ir
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4 ,

a new language opened the way to widespread exploitation  

both social and economic. As Broomfield points ou!,’the 

in it ia l  monopoly of o ffic e  in  almost a l l  the department 

by the newcomers from Bengal naturally generated i l l  

fee lin g  and deep resentment amongst those fo r whom hither

to there was no means of livelihood other than government 

serv ice . The polemic between the Bengali end assamese 

language since then had been fa ir ly  continuous end sym:> i 

izes in  many ways the figh t between the interest on t : »  

one hand of an immigrant and comparatively advanced midi1 <■ 

class and on the other hand o f an indigenous less  advances 

and suppressed middle c lass . In the f i r s t  decades of t n r  

country the Bengali middle class had already produced a 

big  surplus of educated youth who could not hope to be 

employed in  their provincial set up. They sought their 

fortunes in  the neighbouring states o f  Orissa, Bihar and 

Assam where their assertion of cultural superiority exacer

bated loca l resentment at their success in  finding jo b s . ’

The iissamese language remained suppressed during 

the whole period from l£3b to 1871. The enlightened sectio 

o f the Assamese people strongly opposed the use of Bengali 

language in  Assam, The demand fo r restdration o f i.ssa 

as language of education and that o f courts was fc r the 

f i r s t  time voiced by Ananda Ram Dhekial Phukan. In his

22. Broomfield, J.H ., E lite  Conflict in  a Plural Society, 
Barkely, 19*>8.
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'A Few Remarks on Assam’, he affirmed the separate identity 
of the Assamese language against the expansionist claim" 
of the Bengali and thus it became a historic document 
the field of Assamese cultural nationalism. ^

The contribution of the Christian Missionaries 
especially the Americans towards the renaissance of thp 
Assamese literature was indeed unparalleled. In their desire 
to propagate Christianity in Assam, it became clear to ther 
that in order to successfully develop their religion among 
the backward classes who were totally ignorant of the Sn^liso 
language, it was imperative to take the help of the Assamese 
language. With this end in view, they made determined 
efforts to reintroduce the Assames* language. This work of 
the missionaries brought optimism into the hearts of tne 
educated youths of Assam. Popular resentment over the denial 
of its rightful status to the Assamese language found ext. res? - 
ion in various ways. In a written petition submitted by 
Ananda Ram Dhekial Phukan to Mills, an officer deputed by the 
Bengal government to report on Assam, he urged, ’the substi
tution, in the schools, of the Vernacular language in lieo of 
Bengalee, and the publication of a series of popular works 01 

the different branches of native and European knowledge in
the Assamese language......... ' . Mills realized the
formidable obstacles which the Assamese people had to face

23. Moffat Mills, A.J., Report on the Province of Assam, 
Calcutta, 1854.

24. Ibid.
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and in his report submitted in 1854, he stated that just as
’an english youth is not taught Latin until he is well
founded in English and in the same manner the Assamese
should not be taught a foreign language until he knows his 

25own’. To strengthen his point he expressed his view ir 
support of the Assamese language, 'the people complain, end 
in my opinion with much reason, of the substitution cf 
Bengali for the vernacular Assamese. Bengali is the 
•language of the courts, not of their popular books and 
sastras and there is a strong prejudice to its use. I think 
we made a great mistake in directing that all business 
should be transacted in Bengalee and that the nssamese must

pAacquire it'. But surprisingly the attitude of the 
government was one of complete indifference. The enlighten? 
section of the Assamese people did not keep quiet over the 
issue. In May 1872, Sir George Campbell, the Lt. Governor 
of Bengal, received a number of petitions f from different 
parts of assam for the introduction of Assamese in Courts 
and schools. Finally on April 1873, the Lt. Governor 
recognised the force of Assamese arguments and decided to 
reinstate Assamese into its rightful place in the schools -

25. Ibid.
26. Ibid.
27. Assam Commissioner’s File No. 471, Assam Secretariat.
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the Brahmaputra V slley subject to the condition  that 'when

e c la ss  o f  twelve or more boys wished fo r  Bengalee i t
28might be teught s e p a ra te ly . The de-recognition  of  a s << 

mese during B ritish  rule naturally caused widespread 

resentment among the people o f  Assam. Although, Assamese 

was recognised as an independent language in  1873, Bengali 

remained in  Assam alongside the Assamese before lon£ resu lt

ing in  the middle class  led  movements fo r  ( i )  adequate snare 
in  employment ( i i )  restoration  o f  the lands under the 

occupation o f  the immigrants and ( i i i )  transfer o f  tne 

Bengali speaking d is t r ic t  to  Bengal. These issues were 

b a sica lly  the by-products o f  the Assamese-Bengali polemic .

Impact o f  Bengal Renaissance

The impact o f  Bengal Renaissance on the l i f e  and 

cu ltu re  o f  the Assamese people was very s ig n ifica n t. The 

process which began since the c los in g  years o f  Ahom rule 
continued t i l l  19th century. Inspite o f  th e ir  grievances

against the lin g u is t ic  domination o f  Bengali, the Assamese
2°in te ll ig e n s ia  was not slow in  adopting Bengali culture ir 

matters o f  dress and food h ab its . Heliram Dhekial Phukan 

played a key ro le  in  th is  process. He appreciated the true 

s ig n ifica n ce  o f  promoting commercial and cu ltural contacts 

between the people o f  Bengal and Assam. He contributed a

28. F ile  No. 1337.0. Education 19.1.1873, Assam S e c r e t t r i .t .
29. Borpujari, H.K. (ed ), P o l it ic a l  History o f  Assam,Vol.I, 

launati, 1977.
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number of a rtic les  to the leading Bengali periodicals of  

that period and also wrote his Assam Buranji (or ass err 

Desher It ih a s ) in  Bengali. The Bengali periodicals like  

Samachar Par-pan, Samachar Chandrika, and Maslk Patrlka  

had wide c ircu lation  in  Assam,^ Gunabhiram Barua, a 

pioneer of the new awakening, was attracted towards tne 

3rahmo Samej even before 1857. Contact with renascent 

Bengal profoundly influenced Gunabhiram*s l i f e  and act iv i 

t ie s . He was one of these few Assamese to be converted to 

the 3rahmo fo ld  which was having a great spell on Bengtl 

at that time. A few prominent Assamese o f the time 

including Lakhinath Bezbaruah, the doyen of Assamese 

lite ra tu re , set up matrimonial relationship with reknown 

Bengali fam ilies o f Calcutta. To counteract the evils  ot 

westernization even the orthodox section of the Assamese 

community f e l t  pride in  showing their common heritage with 

their economically advanced neighbours. The western 

influence on Assam came through the activ itie s  of Christie i 

missionaries, mainly the American Baptist, who champlored 

the cause of the Assamese language and under their auspi.e 

the f i r s t  Assam Burenji (in  Assamese) was published in L^i  

The f i r s t  Assamese news-magazine, Qrunodol was also 

launched by the American Baptist Mission Press in 18Ab and 

i t  was quite popular with the new middle c lass . Inff-ct,

30. Guha, a . ,  Impact of Bengal Renaissance on Assam,It^o- 
-187b , Indian Social and Economic History Review,
No.5, July, 1908.
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they brought about the renaissance in  Assamese literatu re  

by opening doors to the west. The Missionaries not on]./ 

liberated  the sp ir it  o f the assamese from the bondage ' . 

the old world ideas in  the domain of thought, they also 

removed the confines o f the language and made i t  cuite 

suitable fo r modern use.

Re-awakening in  Assam

The awakening o f modern p o lit ic a l consciousres 

in  Assam can be traced from 1853 onwards. The As-'ame^- 

press never ceased to protest against the employment o ' 

non-Assamese in  educational services. With the spread 

western ideas, the need was gradually fe lt  for the fr mu.- 

tion o f p o lit ic a l association and organisation to vent 1l at.- 

the grievances o f the people. Assamlya Bhaser Un.^atl 

Sadhani Saoha. although i t  originated in  Calcutta with prir 

object of promoting Assamese language and lite ra tu re , 

contributed Immensely to arousing a sense o f unity and t 

sp ir it  o f patriotism among the Assamese. Branches o i  the 

Assamiya Bhaser Unnati Sadhani Sabha were set up in  

d iffe ren t parts of Assam lik e  Dibrugarh, Sibsagar, X w.on. 

Barpeta, Jorhat, North Lakhimpur and Gauhati. The founda

tion  of the Sarbajanlk Sabha at Jorhat in  1884 by 

Jagannath Barua is  a landmark in  the history of public

31. The Golden Jubilee Volume, £otton College, Gauhcti, 
1951-1952.
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associations in  Assam. I t  had dawned upon the r is in g  ^ a e 

ration  that even the high o f f ic e s  in  the state could no-: oe 

a monopoly o f  the Europeans or non-Assamese, and that of 

r ig h t, the natives o f  the s o i l  should have the major snar« 

in  them. The sabhe also pleaded that due consideration 

be given to  lo ca l candidates fo r  appointments in  the depart

ments o f  fo re s t , p o lic e , post and telegraphs which were so 

long the monopoly o f  the non-Assamese. Language-wise 

d is tr ib u tio n  o f  employees in  the Assam Secretariat bears 

testimony to th is  fa c t  (Table23). The in tera ction  with 

western lite ra tu re  had an invigorating e f fe c t  on Assamese 

lite ra tu re  widening i t s  scope end enriching i t s  content. he 

emergence o f  the 'Jonaki  in  February IF69 ushered ir a 

new era in  Assamese lite ra tu re . As opined by Dimbeswar 

Neog, the 'Orunudoi' and the 'Jonaki ' were p ra ctica lly  the 

organs o f  the two movements, the former against tne 

usurpation by the Bengalis and the la t te r  fo r  the recordna-
**Ation of the Assamese after her restoration.^ Ambikagiri 

Roychoudhary through his 'Chetna' and 'Deka Asom

32. In a Memorial to the Commissioner on 14 December 1902, 
the Jorhat Sarbojanik Sabha pointed out that as regards 
the employment o f  the natives o f  the s o i l  in  the 
services o f  th eir  province, the proportion  in which 
they have been employed is  much discouraging. See, 
Assam Secretariat Records, Home A, July 1694,
Nos. 185-296.

33. 'Jonaki' an Assamese monthly was the u n o ffic ia l mouth
p iece  o f  the Assamese People.

34. Neog, D ., New Light on History o f  Assamese Literature, 
Gauhati, 1962.

35. Barua, B.K., Modern Assamese L iterature, Gauhati,1937, 
Bhuyan, S.K. Studies in  the Literature o f  Assam, 
Gauhati, 1962.
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Table2-3 : Employees in  Assam Secretariat

C iv il Secretariat 1912 C iv il Secretariat 1-1?

Permanent 66 Permanent -  73

Temporary - 0 Temporary -  12

Total 66 Total -  85

European or 
Anglo Indian - 3

European or 
Anglo Indian -  5

Bengalis of 
Sylhet 21

Bengalis of 
Sylhet -  28

iissamese 10 Assamese -  15

Surma Valley  
Muslim - 2

Surma Valley  
Muslim -  2

Assam Valley 
Muslim 3

Assam Valley 
Muslim -  4

Khasi - 9 Khasi -  13

Non-domiciled 
Bengalis 16

Non-domiciled 
Bengalis -  12

Others 2 Others -N i l

Source i Dutta Ray, B., Assam Secretariat 1874-1947,Calcutt; t 
1978.

(two periodicals which he himself edited) contributed l i r -pdy  

to build up Assamese national consciousness. Assamese 

nationalism began to take firm roots end the .assamese m ii- le  

class undertook the task of awakening s e lf  consciousres-
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among the Assamese community so that through its  m o b i l i s a 

tion i t  could be transformed into a nationality to achieve 

goals o f socio-economic, p o litica l and cultural s i g n i f i 

cance. The growth o f the Assamese press, the birth oi  

Indian Association, Indian national Congress or s im i la r  

other organisations in other parts o f the country convince:  

the Assamese intelligensia o f the necessity of a broad 
based provincial organisation to represent the wishes and 

aspiration o f  their people. The Assam Association founder 

in 1903 pressed for liberal reforms and practised a 

p o lit ics  o f persuasion and collaboration. Assamese studem 
studying in Calcutta directly  fe lt  the impact of the 
national movement and therefore the deci sion was taken to 
make concerted efforts to form a provincial organisation oi

the students o f Assam dedicated to the cause of the orov in c  
36and the nation. The foundation of Assam Chatra Sanmllan 

(1916)  was an event of great h istoric significance. It  cve 

tremendous f i l l i p  to literary activ ities and Assamese 
culture. It played a pioneering role in rousing ; o lit ica l 
consciousness and associating the province with the main

stream o f the growing national movement. Ambika C ir i  

Choudhury founded the Assamlya Samrakshlnl 3abha in 192u to 
propogate the Assamese cause. He began to voice throu n 
this organisation demands indicating the rights of the

36. Borpu^ari, H.K., no. 29.
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Assamese people, the rights of the children of the so il . *=? 

against aggression of outsiders. The need was fe lt  for a 

broad based provincial organisation to represent to the 

government the wishes and aspiration of the people by cae 

Assamese e lit e .  The assam Association (1903-1920), the as ram 

Chatra Sanmilan (191b ) and the Assam Sehitya Sabha ( l :)17) 

endeavoured to articu late their unsettled question for a 
lin gu is t ic  regional identity . The p o lit ic a l activ ities  i: 

Surma va lley  had begun as a protest against the o e rt it im  

of Bengal in  1905. The Sylhet Chronocile. S llchar-  

Parldarshak and Srlbhumi played a commendable role in  

focussing public opinion. Under the leadership of Jipar 

Chandra Paul, Kamini Kumar Chandra, Sundari Mohan Das and 

many others, the va lley  was equally rocked lik e  any other 

parts of Bengal on the partition  issue, although Sylhet tn« 

Cachar had already been separated from Bengal (since I f  7^)  
and attached to Assam. The people o f two d istric ts , 

however, because of their h isto rica l, lin gu istic  and 

cultural oneness with Bengal could not appreciate the 

re a lity  of the existence of a d ifferent p o lit ica l set \x.-V

Operation of Partition  o f Bengal

The partition  o f Bengal wts imminent towards the 

end of the 19th century. The announcement in 1903 tha' 

provincial boundaries would be rearranged, served as on

37. Bhattacharjee, J .3 ., Cachar under British  rule in 
North-Bast India, New Delhi, 1977.
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invitation to Bengalis, Biharis and Assamese to advance 
their respective claims. The two main objects of the 
partition were the alleged 'reinvigoration of ass am ' 
and ’the relief of Bengal’. Nevertheless,the proposed 
partition was denounced very rightly as fan attempt to 
break up our presidencies and to break up our national
ities to divide us and rule’.^® The scheme for partition 
was announced in July 1905, and it was to take effect 
from October of that year, Assam's status as a separate 
chief Commissionship came to an end on lb October,1905 
under the 'Curzon Plan', H.H. Risely, Home Secretary to 
the Government of India, thus admitted, ’Bengal united 
is a power. Bengal divided will pull in different ways. 
One of our main objects is to split-up and thereby 
weaken a solid body of opponents to our rule The
province of Eastern Bengal and Assam, including Cachar, 
Sylhet and Goelpara was constituted with Dacca as the 
headquarters and Bamfylde Fuller as the lieutenant 
Governor. Fuller's skilful role was interesting. Like 
many other British civilians of his time, he too thought 
that the growing tree of Indian nationalism could be cut 
at its roots only by isolating Bengali baboos. The

3 8, Mclane, R.J., The Decision to Partition Bengal in 
1905, Indian Economic and Social History eview, 
July, 19b5.

39. Cited in Guha, no.13.
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preveiling  p osition  o f the Bengali hold over the govern

ments! jobs in  Assam es w ell as the public status o f  

Assemese provided a handle. Indeed, the seeds thus sown, 

developed into the vexatious Assamese-Bengali c o n flic t  in 

la te r  years.

The proposed amalgamation with the eastern

d is t r ic t s  o f  Bengal was a b o lt from the blue to cne peooie

o f Assam. Jaganath Barua f e l t  that *Assam proper w il l

secure only a small fra ct io n  o f  the Chief Commis^ionei

attention  . . . . .  and the people w ill have to meat a keen

and unequal com petition o f  highly educated, enterprising

and advantageously situated d is t r ic ts  fo r  which they ore
40not yet prepared'. The Assam Association further ap r^-

hended that under the proposed scheme the h istoric  name

o f Assam would oe obliterated forever and her language 
4lwould s u ffe r . The Advocate o f  Asom and Asom Bantir trie 

two reknown newspapers o f  that period were equally oppose  

to the p a rtition  o f  Bengal and the Union o f  Eastern 3er gel 

d is t r ic t  with Assam. They c r it ic is e d  the plan mostly on 

economic grounds. The Tea Planters Associations o f both 

va lleys  supported the proposal recommending,however,thct 

while naming the new p rov in ce ,in  no case,the word ’Assam ' 

fo r  which i t s  tea was known a l l  over the globe should oe 

done away with

4:0. Letter from Jaganath 3arua,Presiaent,Jorhat S a r b a j t k  
Sabha dated 10 Feb., 1904, c ited  in  Barpujai, H.K.Ko.29,

41. Proceedings of the Assam Association, Feb.,19u4.
42. Borpujari, n o .29.
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The Bengali population o f the Sunaa Valley vehmentiy

opposed the partition  on several grounds. The considered 

the plan as a deliberate attempt on the part o f the B titish  

government to divide the Bengali race and in te lligen sla  

lik e  th eir counterpart elsewhere in  Bengal. Inspite o f the 

fac t that Ca&har and sylhet were administratively separated 

from Bengal since 1874, the valley had maintained i t s  

cu ltural link with Bengal and looked upon the anti-partition 

movement as a concern for any Bengali. They f e l t  the 

p artitio n  o f Bengal would cut them o ff  from th eir kith end 

kin in  west Bengal. The amalgamation o f Cachar and Sy lh et 

with East Bengal would deprive them, of the privileges 

they enjoyed in Assam. K. K. Chanda^ admitted th is feet 

in  the following words, 'Inspite o f these serious drawbacks, 

we have become content with our present position, 

owing to the special and compensating advantages we 

enjoy in the matter o f education and public service 

and some other matters probably, as compared to what 

we might have possibly enjoyed had we continued to be in 

Bengal. * Evidently, the anti-partition  agitation  in Surma 

Valley turned into a popular movement based on swadeshl 

boycott and national education, a major section of the 

Muslim leaders, however, ware won over by Curzon in favou r 

o f th is  operation partition  end Assam's merger with Sest 

Bengal. The f i r s t  appreciable Muslim support fo r the 

p artitio n  datgs back from Lord Curzon's v i s i t  to Dacca in

43. Barpujeri, H.K., op c i t .  Appendix F
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February, 1904 and his open hints that a new province witt 

a Muslim majority was under consideration. The central 

figu re  in  th is sh ift in  Muslim public opinion in 4ast 

Bengal was Nawab Salimullah o f Dacca. The Muhammedans 

Defence Association of Calcutta and la te r  Muslim league

played a s ign ifican t part in  mobilising Muslim support 

the government.

Moreley Minto Reforms and Assam

The Curzon plan did not work for long in  the f  

o f the ris in g  forces o f nationalism in  Bengal. The ar~i 

partition  movement succeeded in  i t s  principal objective- o. 

unsettling the settled fact and getting the partition  

annulled in  1912. Jissam was reinstituted as a separate 

Chief Commissioner's province that included the Bengali 

d is tr ic ts  o f Cachar and Sylhet. Nevertheless, the p o l i t i 

cal association o f Sylhet with Assam involved serious 

differences from the beginning. The sp ir it  o f provinciali--m 

in fac t ran high in  both the va lleys . The people o f t  ie 

Surma Valley, particu larly those o f the d is tr ic t  o f Sy1 "-et 

considered that a deep injury and a deep wound haa been 

in fl ic te d  on the Bengali speaking population by tagging theT 

to Assam having no a ff in ity  whatsoever -  geographical, ethno 

lo g ic a l and lin gu is tic . In the Indian le g is la t iv e  council, 

on b February 1918, K.K. Chanda raised the question o:

4,

44. Refer, n. 39
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tran sfer  o f  Sylhet to  Bengal In the form o f  a reso lu tion  

with the remark that the provincia l boundaries were not

made on broad and comprehensive l in e s  and with a view to
45

give sa tis fa c t io n  to  all. Although the reso lu tion  was

lo s t ,t h e  movement f o r  separation gained strength with the

form ation o f  Svlhet-Bengal Reunion League. Supporting

the cause Abdul Karim,a member o f  the Bengal L egislative

Council expressed the view that the a r t i f i c ia l  re la tion

between Assam and Sylhet fa ile d  to  produce unity between
45

the two communities. The p o s it io n  o f  Assam Association, 

which alone stood fo r  the province as a whole, became all 

the more embarrassing when Raja Prabhet Chandra Barua o f  

Geuripur, the founder president o f  Go alp era Zamlnder Asso

c ia t io n . demanded the amalgamation o f  that d is t r ic t  with
47Bengal spurred by his c la ss  in te re s t . ’ The Assamese 

in te llig e n s ia ,o n  the other hand, had a d iffe re n t view on 

Goalpara issu e . The d is t r ic t  was considered by them as an 

in tegra l part o f  Assam and they feared that i t  would 

adversely a ffe c t  Assam's Status in  the new administrative 

set up. The Bengalis l iv in g  in  these two d is t r ic t s  came 

out with a complaint that they had no lin k s with Assam and

45. Imperial L egisla tive Council Proceedings, A pril, 1918.
46. ib id .
47. As regards Goalpare a deputation o f  Zaminders pressed 

f o r  th e ir  p ortion  o f  the d is t r ic t  being transferred to 
Bengal la rge ly  on the ground that land-holders would 
be better  treated there by a le g is la t iv e  counoil whicd 
contained a large  element o f  such persons. For d eta ils  
r e fe r ,  Assamiya, Assamese Weekly, 29 January, 1928.
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thet their socio-economic base was in Bengal. The AŜ arr-̂ se
people, by and large, were sympathetic to the aspiration?
o f the people of Sylhet. Many viewed separation of hyi;,er
would be a blessing in disguise, for whenever Assamese
people made a demand for an University or a high court, in
the Assam valley there invariably followed a counter
clamour for similar institutions in the other valley,thus
giving rise  to a perpetual rivalry between the two 

48valleys.

The so-called Assamese-Bengali con flict was, 
therefore, linked up with the reunion movement of c.yihet, 
Cachar and Goalpara with Bengal. Sylhet protested against 
it s  separation from Bengal when i t  was attached to Assam 
in  1874 and since then agitated at intervals for its  
restoration. This issue came up for discussion in the 
council in  July 1924 when B.K. Chaudhary^ moved a resolu
tion  for the transfer o f Sylhet to Bengal. Chaudhary /.as 
supported by members from both the valleys. R.K. 3arua 
supported the resolution and said that fwe Assamese cannc- 
unite ourselves into a nation with Sylheties. ,/e have uot

48. Borpujari, H.K., no.29
49. Assam Gazette, Part V, aug. 13, 1924.
50. Ibid.
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a different language, a different tradition and idets o
different origin  than those o f the Sylheties ........we t il
know the Indian national Congress is committed to a
policy  of self-determination. I believe the present is
an opportune moment when the wishes of the people of
Sylhet should be recorded’ . The inclusion o f Cachar in
the seme resolution,however, resulted in some compilea-
tions which made i t  necessary to return the issue for re-

51consideration with reference to Sylhet alone.

The issue since then started getting controver
s ia l. Thereafter, in 1926, a similar resolution confined 
to Sylhet was passed by a large majority. Meanwhile, the 
leadership in Surma Valley got divided on the issue of 
tagging Cachar to Sylhet. In the Surma Valley poll ticc l 
conference held on 1 July, 1926, a resolution recommending 
the inclusion o f both Sylhet and Cachar in Bengal was 
defeated. This conference voted for the transfer of Sylr°t  

alone but this too did not materialize due to the divis ive  

communal p o lit ic s , which gained a new dimension with tfe 
appointment o f the Simmon Commission. The post-192b perio 
witnessed a counter agitation demanding retention of -ylhet

in  Assam. The Sylhet Muslim Student Association expressed
52their opinion in these words, ’ there is  an apprehension

51. Assam Legislative Council Proceedings, August '/o l . 
1928.

52. Assam Legislative Council Proceedings, Part V,
October 3, 1928.
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o f  the d is t r ic t  o f  Sylhet being separated from Aspam end

united with Bengal which apprehension i f  come about is

bound to irreparably impair the progress o f  Muslim

education in  th is  d is t r ic t  ............... they may be pleasea to

see that the d is t r ic t  may remain with Assam and thus help

the cause o f  Muslim education in  th is  d is t r i c t .  ' In <

sim ilar tune, Saadulla opposed a ll  proposals regarding

tran sfer o f  Sylhet. He was fo r  undivided Assam in  the

larger  p o l i t ic a l  in terest o f  Muslims  ̂ in  India. In l in e

with the changed public opinion, the question o f transfer

o f  Sylhet was again brought up in  the council in  Sentemner

1928. Haji Muhammad Bakht Mazumder and Khan Bahadur moved 
54

a reso lu tion  to  the e f fe c t  that, 'the government o f  e.ŝ am

do represent to  the proper authorities that the people o f

the d is t r ic t s  o f  Sylhet and Cachar desire that these

d is t r ic t s  do remain incorporated in  the province o f  Ascam

and they do not seek a tran sfer  o f  these d is t r ic t s  to

B engal'. The Assamese in te llig e n s ia  were very much against
55th is  motion. Kuladhar Chellha thus observed ,'the main 

p rin cip le  on which we are to decide th is  matter are 

geographical, economical, end l in g u is t ic  basis o f  the area 

concerned. L inguistic unity i s  the fundamental p rin cip le

53. Confidential B 1945, F ile  No. C 241/1945, Assam 
L eg isla tive  Council Proceedings, t> January, 192b.

54. The assam Gazette, October 23, 1928.

55. Ib id .
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on which th is question should be decided. So e ll  things

concerned I think we should allow Sylhet to go to Bengal’.

The Assamese press and platform were equally vociferous

on the issue. The Assam Semrakshini Sabha, the Sarbajanik

Sabha and the Assam Association raised demands fo r the

separation of Sylhet. The Semrakshini Sabha raised the

issue before Jawaharlal Nehru when he v is ited  Assam in

1937. The problem of large scale immigration to Assam was

also put before him. The Asamiya Deka Dal presented a 
56memorendum to Nehru urging Sylhet's separation. Nehru 

supporting the claim fo r the separation o f Sylhet from 

Assam thus commented , 'th is is  desirable from the economic 

point o f view also, as Sylhet being a permanently settle  

area f i t s  in  with the economy of Bengal fa r  more than tnat 

o f Assam which has peasant proprietorship. It might be 

desirable for the Sylhet representatives in  the Assembly 

to take the in it ia t iv e  in  the m atter.^

Evidently, the Hindu Bengalis o f Surma Valley  

favoured the reunion with Bengal on cultural and lin gu istic  

grounds and the Hindu Assamese supported the separation 01 

Sylhet in  their anxiety to reduce the Bengali elements in 

Assamese population. However, the Muslim in  either valley  

were more fo r the communal so lidarity  which la te r  on

56. Nehru's paper, F ile  no. P(L)  1937, A.I.C.C. papers.

57. Ib id .
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matured into the demand fo r the inclusion of the entir= 

province o f Assam in  Pakistan, a Muslim league government 

took power in  1957 end remained in  o ffic e , except for a 

one-year interlude, until the close of the second world 

war. During th is period,there was unabated in flux of 

Bengali Muslim migrants into the state and th is aroused 

fears among Assamese and Bengali Hindus that a ll  of the 

province might be incorporated into the proposed Muslim 

state of Pakistan. The Hindu-Muslim antagonism took a new 

turn with the continuous inflow of the immigrants from 

Mymensin^h . The large  scale immigration led  to a change ii 

the demographic balance in  favour of the Muslims with 

abnormal r ise  in  their proportion from 9 per cent in 1921 
to 19 per cent in  1931, and 23 per cent in  1941. In Beroett 

sub-division  aLone, the proportion o f Muslims shot up from 

0.1 per cent in  1911 to 49 per cent in  1 9 4 1 . These 

facts were su ffic ien t not only to unnerve many local Hindus 

but also some Congress leaders o f national stature. To 

counter the in flux  o f Muslims from East-Bengal, tajendr* 

Prasad, who la te r  became the f i r s t  president o f India, 

advocated the immigration Bengali Hindus into Assam. Thus 

an economic issue was turned into a communal one, not only 

by the Muslim league, but also by some Congress leaders. To 

quote Rajendra Prasad, 7 ’I  sounded the Assamese on the

58. Report o f the Line System Committee, Shillong 1938,0.27
59. Prasad, R ,, India Divided, Bombay 1946, Autobiography, 

Bombay 1957.
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subject and they welcome i t  . . . .  some thought i t  better 

to have the Hindus of Bihar than the Muslims of Mymer.slngh. 
They welcomed the idea because by themselves the Assamese 

were unable to bring the land under the plough. But the 

in flu x  of Muslims from Mymensingh was upsetting the popula

tion  ratio  and the Assamese wanted to retain  a majority in 
the Brahmaputra Valley. The in flux  from Mymensingh could 
be countered only by Bihari Hindus to settle  down on the 

la n d '.  Soon i t  became a serious concern fo r the Assamese 

in te llig en s ia . They thought that i f  the immigration 

continued in  the same pace the Assamese speaking people 

would ultimately turn into a lin gu istic  minority in  their 

own land.

The British  rulers in  their turn has exploited the 

situation  to their advantage by introducing the so-called  

Line-system, to re str ic t the indiscriminate settlements of 

the immigrants in  the Assamese dominated areas. Under cnis 
system, a lin e  was drawn in  the d istric ts  under pressure in 
order to settle  immigrants in  segregated areas specified fo - 

th e ir exclusive settlement. The aim o f th is government 

system was to iso late  the immigrants from the local people 

by compelling the former to l iv e  and to il  in  particular 

segregated lo c a lit ie s  beyond which they were not allowed to 

s e t t le .60

60. n.59.

i
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The authenticity of the lin e  system as well as the 'x  rr - 

ment *s scheme and methods regarding the legitim ate settlement 
of the immigrants appeared impotent as stric t observance was 

not maintained by it s  authorities. The v io lation  of the line  

system made a section of the Assamese middle c lass to think 

seriously of their future. The Assamese Hindus and othei 

lo c a l people demanded a r ig id  po licy . They were afraid  

losing  their permanent or predominant position in  the 

province. The arrangements under the lin e  system did not v . o r k

w e ll. It  proved a dismal fa ilu re  in  restricting  the coming oc 
the immigrants and their rehabilitation  in  Assam. It  was f e l t  

that^the lin e  system keeps a live  feelings of separation 

between the immigrants and the loca l people. It  was not the 

immigrants alone who su ffer from the existence o f the line  

system but the indigenous Assamese are also the victims of tne 

l in e  system. Because o f the lin e  system, the richer section 
o f Assamese, money-lenders and the c a p ita lis ts , are securing 
lands from the poor cultivators at a low price and made profits 
fo r  themselves under the guise o f protecting Assamese 

in te rests '.® 1 Rai Bahadur P.C. Dutt thus observed that the 

lin e  system is  a ’communal, anti-national, anti-socia l and 

i l le g a l  measure taken by the government. This lin e  system has 

been created fo r the stable advantage o f insign ificant

minority of Zaminders and cap ita lis ts  and to turn the cultivat-
62ing class to be the ever slave*.  The worthy-support that

b l . Rev. B. (1941) Assam Secretariat. 

62. Ib id .
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immigrants received from the .Assamese Muslim leaders was 

p o l i t i c a l ly  motivated. The Assamese Muslim in  general 

welcomed immigrants with the hope that they would oe 

Assamised in  due course end would numerically strengthen 

the base o f  Muslim communal p o l i t ic s  in  Assam.  ̂ The 

in tention  o f  B ritish  government was not to stop inflow  o f 

immigrants but to  in je c t  communal virus whenever p oss ib le . 

They might have probably wanted to  keep the inhabitants 

o f  Assam divided on re lig iou s  grounds so that the la t te r  

would not form a united fron t against the B ritish . 

Centering round th is  l in e  system, tension  generated in 

Assam p o l i t i c s .  The Muslims demanded i t s  abolition ,w h ile  

the Assamese Hindus and other lo ca l people demanded i t ?  

r ig id  observance. On 16 March, 1936, Nuruddin /Jimed even 

demanded a b o lit ion  o f  the l in e  system in  the council as he 

f e l t  that i t  had stood in  the way o f  absorbing the 

immigrants into the Assamese so c ie ty . However, his
5 i±reso lu tion  on a b o lit ion  o f  the lin e  system was voted

out in  the cou n cil. Maul ana Munawar A li a lso placed a

reso lu tion  against the system as i t  created a gu lf between
65the people liv in g  within the same province. On the 

other hand, the Assamese public opinion as voiced through

63 . Das, D. (ed). Sarder Patel Correspondences 1945-50, 
V ol. I l l ,  1972.

64. Assam L eg is la tive  Council Proceedings, Vol .16 ,Marcn, 
1936.

65. Assam Gazette, Part VI, Sept. 5, 1937.
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council debates, the Assamiya Samrakshini Sabha°b and tr e 
Assamese press were vocal enough in opposing the anti-1 in® 
propog&nda.

The government was not prepared to commit itse : 
to any kind o f restrictive legislation , but agreed to  c t l l  

an a ll party conference to thrash out the issue. In 19k> , 
an all party committee with a. Botham as the Chairman 
conferred on this issue. It argued that an administrative 
control over the process o f migration was necessary for a 
planned settlement. The colonization policy though 
in itiated  by British o f f ic ia ls  derived its  legitimacy tnu  ̂
from the deliberations o f an all-party conference and 'to 
the approval o f both Saadulla and N.C, Bordoloi.

Cabinet Mission Plan and Assam:

The task o f the Cabinet Mission was to seek an
agreement with the Indian leaders on the principles and
procedures to be followed in framing a new constitutior f. '
an independent India. It was also envisaged that,
simultaneously, the Viceroy in consultation with the ' is s i
would open negotiations with two principal politica l ptr:i^

67Congress and Muslim league^ the formation o f a new

66. The abolition o f line system would only mean the e r e c t 
ion o f a vast number o f  landless Assamese in their own 
land without any hope o f their future development end 
expansion. Refer, Memorendum presented to Nehru by 
i-,ssam Samrakshini Sabha, a.I.C.C. papers, File No J . h 
(i)22,1937. N.M.M.L.Dainik Batori,12 September, 1933 .

67. Moon, P .(e d .). Wavell the Viceroy’s Journal,London, 197
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interim government, which would hold o ffic e  while the cons 
titu tion  was being formed and would include no British 
members except the Viceroy himself. Since the proclaimed 

objectives o f Congress and the League were diametrically  

opposite, the Mission’s task o f bringing them to an agree

ment was a d if f ic u lt  one. Failing to arrive at a scheme 
approved by e l l  parties, the Mission declared i t s e l f  ir  

favour of a th ree -tier federal government with only three 

subjects -  defence, foreign  a ffa irs  and communications, 

vested in  the centre and a ll  residuary powers in the exist
ing provinces to be grouped into three zones. This provision

was there to secure the advantages of a Pakistan for Muslims
6 Pwithout the troubles o f a partitioned India.

The Cabinet M ission's proposal to group Assam with 

Bengal fo r creating a predominantly Muslim zone in  eastern 

India, lik e  the one proposed to be set up in  western Indie, 

was strongly resented by the people of Assam. There was t 

storm o f protest against the grouping planb  ̂ from a ll  

quarters in  Assam. I t  was f e l t  that 1 declaration of cne 

British  Cabinet proposal does not concede Ind ia ’s fu ll  

demands, but fomented provincialism and the inclusion o:
Assam in  group C w ill  ruin her cu ltu ra lly , lin gu istica l y and

68.  Tayyebullah, M., Between the Symbol and Idol Attest, 
Bombay, 1965.

69. Under the plan, the representatives o f the province^ were 
to divide themselves into three zones — A,B and C 
sections. The C section was to consist of Bengal and 
Assam.
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economic a lly . Assam should have the right of self-determina-
70tion  in  framing her own constitu tion '.' Gopinath Bordoloi, 

the Chief Minister o f Assam himself staunchly opposed the 

Cabinet Mission Plan. In line  with longstanding demand of 

the people of Assam, Bordoloi pleaded fo r autonomy o f t o 

province on lin gu istic  and cultural basis . He insisted *-het 

Assam's distinctive identity must continue in  the future 

constitution.

However, the scheme drawn up under the Cabinet 

Mission proposal was f u l l  o f defects and contained seeds of 

communalism. The people o f Assam fe lt  that as the orov inc i t i  

boundaries had not been delineated on the basis of language 

and culture before the election of representatives to cne 

constituent Assembly, i t  jeopardised the preservation o 

identity o f Assam. It  was f e l t  that from the re lig ious , 

lin gu is t ic  and cultural viewpoint the grouping o f Assam witn 

Bengal was a blow to the culture and c iv iliza tio n  o f Assam.

G.N, Bordoloi, on behalf o f the Assam members of the con'-ti-
71tuent Assembly, submitted a memorendum to the Congress 

working committee opposing the grouping of Assam with Bengal. 
Both the Congress end the League had at one stage accent----* 

the Cabinet Mission Plan and, fo r a while, a solution of the

70. Home Deptt. Misc. Branch, File No. H.M.I. 67/46, Assam 
Secretariat.

71. Memorendum submitted by Gopinath Bordoloi to Congress 
Working Committee, Delhi, 19th, May 1946, k.P.C.C. 
Papers.
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communal question without the partition of the country
to be in sight. But Assam's determined opposition t o  i t r

grouping with Bengal provided an opportunity to the Let e
repudiate its earlier acceptance. This resulted in the
ultimate failure of the grouping plan of the Cabinet '-’re •• i
for Jinnah would not have it unless he could have it ir m  

7?entirety. Thus, the Cabinet Mission proposal to create i 
predominantly Muslim zone in eastern India that would i o c i u -  

Assam was rejected by the Congress party ministry. However, 
with the acceptance of the Mountbatten Plan,the anti-grouoir. 
movement died down and attention was diverted to the ref^ren 
dum in Sylhet. On the eve of partition, it was agreed ” 
virtually all political parties that Assam should remair ir 

India, but a referendum was to be held in the Sylhet dirtr-re 
to obtain the people ’s verdict whether it would remain i 
Assam or would opt for the eastern wing of the proposed 
Pakistan.^

Sylhet Referendum:

The Mountbatten Plan provided the people of Syl let 
with an opportunity to decide their future through a referei 
dum. Thereafter the focus of political activity was snift^c 
to the Sylhet referendum. It was virtually a vote or; tre

72. Dutta, K.N.. Landmarks of the Freedom Struggle in As am, Gauhati, 1956.
73. Azed,  M., India Wins Freedom, Calcutta, 1959.
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twin issue o f the reorganisation o f India on communal and 
the province of Assam on lin gu istic  basis . Assamese 

public opinion remained understandably cold but consist??.t 

with the e a rlie r  stand. It  was a lo g ica l anticipation  

that the Muslims, constituting the d istrict,would vote for 
Pakistan. While the Hindu community of the Brahmaputra 

Valley demanded the separation o f Sylhet from Assam, the 

Hindu community of the Surma Valley was vociferous in their 

demand fo r the retention o f th is d is t r ic t  in  Assam. 

Iron ica lly  enough, these very people, who had clamoured for 
union with Bengal,were now desperately trying to d im : to
Assam.

The idea o f separation o f the economically deficit 
d is tr ic t  of Sylhet from Assam was welcomed by the people 

atlarge liv in g  in the Brahmaputra Valley. The student 

community of Assam also held sim ilar views. The Goal pa’-a 

Branch o f the Assam Student's Congress held a meeting on 

30 July, 1947 to demand the separation o f Sylhet from Assam.

A resolution was also adopted in  th is meeting to the effect 
that the Britishers had joined Sylhet, a d is tr ic t  with an 

entire ly  d ifferent culture and a d ifferent language,to Assam, 
fo r  the promotion o f their own im peria listic  design. As a 

resu lt o f th is union,there had been a clash of r iva l 

in terests retarding the progress of the entire province. Got 

Assam alone, but India as a whole had been demanding the 

demarcation of the provincial boundaries on a cu lturtl basis.
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The meeting, therefore, demanded the separation of "yl 

from Assam, which would in  no way harm the prestige of 

Indian nationalism as feared by those national leaders wh: 

had spoken against the separation o f Sylhet from A^sam. T-  ̂

Sylhet referendum was held in  July 1947. It was virtually  < 

vote on the twin issue of the reorganisation o f Indie m  

communal and the province of Assam on lin gu istic  basis,  

the va lid  votes cast in  the referendum, yo,o per cent wer^ 

in  favour o f Sylhet *s inclusion in  Pakistan and only a -;,.4  

per cent fo r an undivided Assam in  India. The verdict war 

quite natural as i t  c learly  reflected the communal composi

tion of the d is tr ic t  population. I t  was indeed a l i f e  ti-iefe 

opportunity for the Assamese leadership to get rid  of y l ^*

and curve out a lin gu is t ic a lly  more homegeneous provin e. o
75quote Rabindra Aditya, a Congress leader from Sylhet. ’tie  

Assamese leadership, too eager to get r id  o f Sylhet with r 

view to carving out a homogeneous province, arranged l i t t l e  

protection fo r the minorities of Sylhet in  the free exercise 

o f their united franchise. When the. results o f the 

referendum were declared,there was a subdued sense of r - i i « '  

in  the Assam valley as the majority o f the votes caet ere 

in  favour o f Pakistan '. In th is connection, Ambika l i r i  Ary 

choudhury, Secretary, Asom Jatiya Mahasabha, thus oDserved^

74. Assamlya, 7th July, 1947.
75. Aditya,R., From the Corridors o f Memory,Karimganj, 1 1 7 . . .
7b. Quoted in  Chaube, S.K., H ill P o lit ic s  in  Norrh 2ast 

India, New Delhi, 1973.
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'I t  is  our definite opinion that whatever sense tnere tns 
been in retaining Sylhet as a whole in Assam, there is r.<- 

ju stifica tion  whatsoever in the Cacher and Sylhet leaders 
trying to retain a few Hindu majority thanas o f the- 
d is tr ic t  within Assam. There is  l i t t l e  sense in trying t.e 
retain the junior partner of Sylhet, the Cechar plains,at 
any rate the Hailakandi sub-division in  Assam'.
Roychoudhary was, therefore not satisfied with the trans
fer o f Sylhet alone to Pakistan. He desired that Cechar 
too should follow suit. Leksmidhar Barua also fe lt  the- 
fo r  the economic salvation of Assam end for the maintenance 
o f  the other real interests o f the Assamese, the d istrict 
o f Sylhet which had been causing a constant drainage on t.io
revenue o f Assam should forthwith be separated from the 

77province. 1

On the other hand, there was a feeling among the
leaders in Surma Valley that some forces in thg Assam
were instrumental in Sylhet *s inclusion in Pakistan.

78 cDr. Triguna Sen, thus commented that the transfer of 
Sylhet to Pakistan had already been secretly decided urcn 
and accepted by the Congress High command end also by menv 
in the Assam Congress to reduce the Bengali element in 
*ssam 's population’

77. Nehru Papers, N.M.M.L., kew Delh i.
76. Sen, S .P. (ed.) Dictionary o f National Biography, Vol. I, 

Calcutta 1972.
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Thus the Assamese-Bengali language c o n f l ic t  ate rorr =

lin k  with the re-union movement in  the Bengali &reac o f  th.«

composite province. In fa c t ,  the Bengalis in  Assam fe l ir

two d is t in c t  categories, i . e . ,  the immigrant Bengali ir.

the Assam Valley d is t r ic ts  ahd those in  the former Benf;d

d is t r ic t s  o f  Goalpera, Sylhet and Cachar. The problem? . nd

attitude o f  the two groups or  categories were also v is ib ly

d if fe r e n t . The early s e tt le rs  in  the Assam Valley cam.' ir

the wake o f  B ritish  expansionism and in d ire c t ly  helce : :n

co lon iza tion  scheme. Besides th is  the Amlahs, the revenne

farmers and profession als in  the Brahmaputra Valley dii on t:

face  the same vengeaice o f  the British  during the In La

struggle fo r  freedom as did th e ir  counterpart either' in

uengal or in  the Bengali d is t r ic ts  o f  Assam. The

in  the Assam Valley were generally under the control o:
79Rai Bahebs and Rai Bahadurs. On the other nan- . : « 

Bengalis in  Goalpera, Bylhet and Cachar were never i-r i - n ^  

and these d is t r ic t s  we re B ritish  g if t s  to  Ass an. The dc-: d  

there could not recon cile  themselves to the new set u-> ;r - 

throughout the co lon ia l period the ag ita tion  fo r  re.t n:: 

repeatedly cropped up. A fe e lin g  o f  in d ir f  ereri: a tc v. ’ 

Assam further worsened the Assamese Bengali re la tion s . :n' 

in te lle ctu a l middle class in  >.ssam Valley eith er coulo no

7 ;

79 . Misra, P .,  Communist Movement in  Arsam, North-..as j :o 
A ffa irs , Ju ly-Sept,, 1972.
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refused to differentiate between the two groups o f  Bengalis. 
It should also be brought to focus that when the Indian 
National Congress was reorganised with it s  provincial units, 
Surma Valley formed part o f the Bengal Provincial Congress 
and some o f  the Surma Valley leaders, including K*K.Chanda, 
were prominent in Bengal Congress, The Indian National 
Congress worked on the principle o f  lin gu istic province and 
neither the Assamese nor the Bengali intellectuals o f the 
province raised any voice against th is policy which stood 
on the way o f the two valleys to come closer and improve the 
inter-valley and inter-community relationships.

A basic failure o f  Indian intellectuals during the 
colonial period was its  inability  to counteract the divisive 
policy  o f  the agents o f  imperialism. The British policy, 
found and developed in this s o il, extensively covered the 
complex element o f caste,communal discords and social 
obscurantism that would expose them to capita list exploita
tion . The merging middle class was objectively opposed to 
foreign domination over the home market. Her.ce, they looked 
forward to establish their own control instead so that 
indigenous capitalism could thrive. To promote their own 
interests,these classes ra llied  popular support behind them 
by exploiting spiritual sentiments based on community o f 
culture. This happened both at the regional and national 
lev e l, as we have seen above in  case o f  Assam.

After independence, with the inclusion o f Sylhet in 
East Pakistan (now Bangladesh), the Assamese leaders became
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more vocel about the position o f their language and cu'j i ;u r°  
and the den and fo r the declaration of Assamese as the sttt~ 

language in  Assam started gaining momemtum. The s e l f -  

consciousness of nationalities is  h isto rica lly  constitJt d . 

Just as the nation state as the dominant form of world 

p o lit ic a l organisation,in turn,influenced the se lf  percept!^r. 

and expectations o f many nations, the principle of l in -u i s t i .  

states in  India has h isto rica lly  determined the aspiration? 

and concern o f the Assamese. Since independence, the desire

to be at par with other nationalities in the Indian Union na<- 

been a primary concern of the Assamese nationality, The case 

fo r  retaining Assamese as the o f f ic ia l  language of the state 

w ill  be examined at length in  the following chapters.
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chapter III
POST-INDEPENDENCE DEVELOPMENTS AND THE LANGUAGE QUESTION

IN ASSAM

Language demands in independent India have been 
expressed at several levels. One of these levels can be 

identified as the demand for the recognition of the 
regional language as the medium of official transaction. 
The formal provisions in the constitution of India 
regarding the official language question set a fo rm id a b le  

task for the Indian political authorities at both the 
union and state levels. The constitution envisaged the 

replacement of English by Hindi for the official purposes 
of the union and as the language of communication betw°°n 
one state and another. Article 345 of the Indian Consti- 
tution thus empowers the legislature of a state to ado’nt 
any one or more of the languages in use in the state or  

Hindi as the official language of the state concerned, :> e 
plural basis of the Indian society, however, added to  the 

complication of the above task. It was in respect of the 

official language for the state of Assam that the s o c ia l

1. Constitution of India, Delhi, 1971
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tension burst the bounds end opened out into the violent 

r io t s .  The year I960, which sew the lin gu istic  struggle 

reach e climax point in  Bombay and Punjab, also saw ten

sion reach a breaking point in  Assam. A persistent 

movement for the o f f ic ia l  recognition of Assamese as the 

o f f ic ia l  or state language was launched for the f ir s t  

time a fte r independence. This chapter discusses the 

p o lit ic a l developments o f th is problem after independence'.

The partition  of the country into two separate

states did not, in  any way, fa c ilita te  the solution of

the language problem either in  India or in  Pakistan. I:'

anything, partition  further complicated the language

question and brought in  it s  wake a complex set o f new 
2problems. The principal tesk o f the Indian state at tne 

time of independence was to organize a single national 

market and to bring about p o lit ic a l integration through 

which i t  could mediate between the various contraoictor/ 

class In terests, The picture that emerged at that time 

was by no means a simple one. The communal trouble, the 
integration o f the princely states and the d if f ic u lt ie s  

of organising the various nationalities into a single  

constitutional state structure were some o f the most 

important problems that confronted the Indian state, /he

o Partit ion  o f India has in  i t s  turn brought in  the most
ba fflin g  Refugee problem.
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Indian National Congress, while directing a l l  i t s  e ffo rts  

towards negotiating the transfer o f power, a process in  

which i t  gave low p rio rity  to various con flicting in ter-

ests of an economic, p o lit ic a l and lin gu istic  nature, 

only kept in  suspension the resolution of the problems.

They pointed out the d if f ic u lt ie s  involved in  achievin': 

them within the colonial structure, but agreed to take an 

these issues and resolve them a fte r the transfer of power. 

Independence in  1947 thus became a signal fo r agitation  

favouring realignment of state boundaries on lingu istic  

basis .

The development of regional movements in  indeperdem 

India, identified  with regional language and tradition, 

obscured the fact that, within most of the states in  Inc i t , 

there were serious d ivisions. There has been, f i r s t  o: a l ., 

the problem o f forming the present state boundaries out of 

separate administrative units. Another problem involved 

the relationship of minority groups to the major section o 

the population o f the state. Myron Weiner^ observes tnei 
there are at least two special types o f m inorities.

( i )  lin gu istic  minorities belonging to lin gu istic  groups

3. The Congress Party conceded the demand o f Swarastra by 
Andhra in  Madras Presidency in  it s  annual session ir  
1938. For deta ils  re fe r, Das, D. India : From Curzon 
to Nehru and After, New York, 1970.

4. tieiner, K., P o lit ic a l Development in the Indian States, 
Princeton, 1969.
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which are m ajorities elsewhere* and ( i i )  minorities .'.-hie! 

are not m ajorities elsewhere as shown in  Table31. The 

minority group presses fo r the preservation o f it s  Ian e 

in  schools and may demand that administrative ordinances 

be published in  i t s  own language. I f  the particu lar  

minority groups claiming functional recognition to be a 

majority language of a neighbouring state and i f  the sire  

of th is minority is  substantial, i t  raises d if f ic u lt  

p o lit ic a l problems o f intgr-ethnic r iva lry  including 

violence. The chain of violence continuing intermittently 

in  >issam since independence over the rights of the 3en.-,tli 

lin gu is t ic  minority can be cited in  this con text.

Assam, a fte r 1947, remained one o f the most diverse 

cu ltura l regions in  the sub-continent. The social structure 

of the state is  strongly influenced by two inseparable 

h isto rica l facts -  the extraordinary ro le  o f immigration ir  

the S tate 's  population and the ethnic and cultural dive-sit - 
o f the immigrants. Even without immigration, Assam's 

indigenous population is  extremely diverse in  cultural, 

lin gu is t ic  and re lig iou s terms. The 1971 census c lessi ,'ier 

Assam's population into speakers of 74 languages and di i leet^,  

and residual category consisting of 48 other languages and

5. There was no census in  Assam in  19^1 due to non
settlement of foreign national issue.
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d ia le c ts . Tables-2 l i s t s  only those languages that were 

declared as mother tongue by more than 50,000 people.

Table 3.z * Major Language Groups in  Assam, 1971

Language Number o f  
Speakers 
(as mother 
tongue)

Percentage o f  
Total
Population

Assamese 8,904,917 60.89
Bengali 2,882,039 19.71
Hindi 792,481 5.42
Bo do 533,713 3.65
Nepali 349,116 2.39
Mikir 191,354 1.31
Miri/Mishing 177,226 1 • 2L
Oriya 150,196 1.03
Manipuri/Meitei 87,167 0.60
SanthaQ.1 86,086 0.59
Munda 76,894 0.53
Gero 76,004 0.52
Others 317,959 2.17

Total 14,625,152 100.00

Source i Census o f  India, 1971, Series 3 : Assam,Part I - 
A, General Report.
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Of the languages that appear in  Table 3 2, Assamese,

Bodo, M ikir, Mishing, Garo are indigenous languages, tfhile

sizea b le  speakers in  Bengali are mostly immigrants in  the

d is t r ic t s  o f  the Brahmaputra V alley, Bengali i s  an

indigenous language in  Cachar d is t r ic t  where, according to

1971 census, 77.8 per cent o f  the population spoke 
6

Bengali. Hindi, Gorkheli, Nepali, Oriya, Santhaii and 

Munda ere languages spoken by immigrant groups, Among the 

indigenous language speakers, the Bodos, the Mikirs, the 

Mishings and the Garos f a l l  within the statutory category 

o f  *Plains t r ib a ls '.  The fa cts  o f  ethnic demography have 

had an important impact on the state p o l i t i c s  in  Assam, 

Assamese i s  by fa r  the most important language in  Assam, 

e sp ec ia lly  in  the Brahmaputra Valley where i t s  speakers 

vary between 85,77 per cent in  Bibsagar d is t r ic t  to  61.16 

per cent in  Lakhimpur d is t r i c t .  In other d is t r ic ts  o f  the 

v a lle y , Assamese speakers vary between 63 per cent and eo 
per cen t. The proportion  o f  Assamese speakers i s  the 

lowest in  Karimganj (0 .08 per cent) follow ed by Cachar 

(0 .50  per cen t), North Cachar H ills  (2 .8  per cent) and 

Karbi Anglong (13.61 per ce n t). Map in  F ig. 3.1 shows the 

pattern  o f  ethnic com position in  the state in  1961.

Bengali i s  spoken by 77.76 per cent o f  the population 

o f  Karimgenj and Cachar d is t r ic t s ,  19.31 per cent o f

6 , Of course indigenous and migrants are only re la tive  
terms. Many indigenous groups two were decendents o f 
migrants. Here migrant groups re fe r  to  groups that 
were part o f  the modern migration since the middle o f  
the 19th century.
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Nag eon, 14.70 per cent o f Dhubri, Goalpara and Kokrajhar, 
14.38 per cent o f North Cachar H ills, 13.31 per cent of 
Sonitpur and Darreng, 12.34 per cent o f Kamrup and 
Barpeta and 11.05 per cent of Dibrugarh d is tr ic t , although 
the Brahmaputra valley has both Bengali Hindu and Muslim 
population, most of the la tter return themselves as 
Assamese speakers in  census, and hence the above Bengali 
speaking population o f the valley comprise mainly the old 
Hindu settlers o f the colonial period and post-Independence 
refugees from old East Pakistan. Surma valley already hed 
a large indigenous Bengali population, who are Joined 
la ter  by the refugees. The Bengali settlers and refugees 
in  the Brahmaputra valley are distributed over the towns 
and commercial centres and along the railway lin es.

As discussed in the earlier chapter, the r i f t  
between the Assamese and the Bengalis on the issue of 
language has been in  existence since the days of British 
rule. In fa ct, the origin o f this rivalry may be attribu
ted to the British policy o f diluting the national charac
te r is t ics  o f this region by including largely Bengali 
speaking areas within i t .  Such an arrangement undoubtedly 
helped to manipulate the p o lit ic s  o f the region to the 
advantage o f the powers that be even after independence. 
The p o litica l situation in  Assam had changed tremendously 
after independence. The separation o f East Pakistan, the 
Sylhet Referendum and its  consequent merger reduced the
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Bengali population in Assam from 27.56 per cent to  19.64 p e r  

cent.^ The partition also brought in its wake the prob lem  

of refugees. During the post-independence period 1951-61, 
contrary to the general expectations that partition would 

put a stop to the influx of migrants from newly em erged i£ast 

Pakistan whose rate of inflow into Assam had considerably 
slackened by 1941, the process had suddeflLy picked up. The 

most important streams of migrants, however, during t h i s  

period consisted of Bengali Hindus. With their coming, new 

dimensions were added to the existing tensions between th e  

two major linguistic communities.

Soon after the partition of the country on 15 A ugust 

1947, large scale movement of Hindu Bengalis to Assam b egan  

to start. This was perhaps due to the apprehension of th e  

Hindu minorities about the security of their life, p r o p e r ty  

and livelihood. The concept of Islamic state of Pakistan as 
enshrined in the objective resolution of the Pakistan 
Constituent Assembly might have frightened them. C o n se q u e n tly , 

as many as 12,297 persons came to Assam alone in the month f  

August 1947. In the subsequent months of September and 
October, 6,348 and 4,409 persons migrated to Assam. T h e re 

after there was a fall in the volume of refugees, but i t

never went below 2000 in any month in the following three
8years except in November 1948 and November 1949. T h ese

7. Census of India, 1961, Assam, General Report
8. Census of India, 1951, Assam, Manipur and Tripura,

Part I-A.



www.manaraa.com

84

displaced persons continued to come and scattered them

selves most imperceptibly in  the areas which had earlie r  

exclusive Bengali population. In post-independence 

Assam, th is problem of immigrants was further complica

ted made more acute by the movement of thousands of 
Hindu refugees into th is state from East Bengal. The 
number o f Bengali Hindu refugees went up ffom 2.62 lakhs 

in  1951 to 6.0 lakhs in  1961.^ In the words o f PakynteiriV 

feven the setting up of the two dominions o f India and 

Pakistan did not prove a deterrent to these settlers who 

continued to pour in  even a fte r p artit io n ’ . The sentiment 

o f the Assamese middle c lass in  the wake of the continuous 

flow o f refugees is  well re flected  in  the ed itoria l 

a rt ic le  of the Assam Tribune on refugees which ran as 

follows

’Since independence, the attack is  being carried 

on from two flanks. F irst , there are the Muslim 

immigrants whose love and attachment to Pakistan are as 

strong as ever. There is  no evidence o f a change of 

heart and yet they are finding i t  much easier to migrate 

to th is province under the shelter o f the secular state

9. Ib id .
10. Census Report o f  Assam, 1961.
11. The Assam Tribune, July 18, 1949.
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policy o f the government of India. Then there are the 

Hindu immigrants who apparently want to create a 

Bengal in  th is  province'.

The government of India,however, seemed to be 

not particu larly  concerned about them. For th is reason, 

the Assam Tribune12 cautioned, 'the centre must not be 

blind to Assam's interest and must not adopt any policy  

that w il l  ultimately lead to the annihilation of Assam. 

The danger point had almost been reached, end the centre 

expect Assam to commit suicide with her eyes wide open’ .

A section o f conscious Assamese middle c lass o f this  

period ra ised  th e ir voice by publishing le tte rs  to the 

e d ito r^  fo r an early solution o f the refugee problem. 

Probably in  view o f such pleas from the Assamese middle 

c lass the Indian Parliament passed the 'Immigrants 

(Expulsion from Assam) Act’ in  February 1950. The Act 

provided fo r  removal o f immigrants except bonafide 

refugees whose stay in  Assam was considered undesirable 

p o lit ic a l ly .  However, the Act practica lly  remained a 

show piece since it s  enactment and subsequently went into 
disuse by 1957. The post-independence period was,there

fo re , a period o f social and economic tensions.

12. Ib id .

13. The Refugee problem being an a l l  India problem,these 
people should be distributed equitably among a ll  the 
states in  the Indian Union. The Assam Tribune,
July 9, 5, 15, 1950.
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R ealising the gravity o f  the situ ation , Sri Prakash,
14Governor o f  Assam, thus expressed him self, ’ Immigration

from Eastern Bengal to  Assam has already created various

s o c ia l  and economic problems, and succeeding government-

o f  the province have tackled it,encouraged or discouraged

i t  , as i t  moved th e ir  fancy or  conformed to th e ir  wishes.

With the d e fin ite  separation o f  these two contiguous

te r r it o r ie s  as parts o f  d iffe ren t independent Dominions,the

problem has assumed an altogether new aspect getting

com plicated as was inevitable  with p o l i t ic a l  considerations,

and has got naturally and unavoidably to be met in  a

d iffe re n t  way'. Thus the p a rtit ion  had added a new dimen-
15sion  in  the Assamese so c ie ty . In a memorandum addressed 

to  Sri Prakash, the then M inister o f  S c ie n t if ic  Research 

and Natural Resources, Government o f  India and President o i 

Assam Refugee R ehabilitation  Enquiry Committee, the Asom 

Jatiya  Mahasabha expressed i t s  concern in  the follow ing 
manner, ’ the problem o f  Bengal refugees in  Assam d e fin ite ly  

means a v is ion  o f  the creation  o f  Brihattar Banga Samrajya, 

based on Bengalism or  Bengali language in  which combined 

e f fo r t s  o f  a powerful section  o f  Bengali speaking old sett

le r s  o f  Assam, West Bengal, East Pakistan and also o f the

14. Assam Gazette , Part VI, 13th  March, 1950.

15 . Memorandum submitted by the Asom Jatiya Mahasabha to 
the honourable Sri Prakash, Minister o f  S c ie n t if ic  
Research end Natural Resources, Government o f  India 
and President, Assam Refugee H ehabllitation finouiry 
Committee, Camp Gauhati, July 4, 1951.
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Bengali se tt le rs  in  other parts o f  India, who think them

se lves  more in  terms o f  Bengali than Indian, can easily  be 

seen from the trend o f  th e ir  mentality end movements. 

Behind the Bengali refugee r e l i e f  movement as carried  on 

hy the Bengalis, end th e ir  persisten t e ffo r t  to  re h a b ili

ta te  them in  Assam beyond her capacity , l i e s  th is  motive 

aimed at disruption  o f  the strength o f  the Indian Union for 

a sovereign Bengal. It  may, however, be noted that the 

Assamese leadership was not opposed to the entry o f  the 

refugees qua refugees but only to  the Bengali refugees.

For instance, the Jatiya Mehasabha expressed a preference 

fo r  refugees from Punjab rather than from Bengal.16 In t 

sim ilar tune, the Assam Tribune, in  one o f  i t s  ed itoria l s,

also  pleaded that Assam should welcome a quota o f  refugees 
17from Punjab. The Assamese middle c la ss  apprehended that 

s in ce  the Bengali population had already constituted a 

s izea b le  section  in  the province, the new Bengali r e fu g e e  

would strengthen the cause o f  the Bengalis posing a severe 

threat to  Assamese language and cu ltu re . In view o f  th is , 

the lo c a l  press in  Assam c r it ic is e d  the p o licy  o f  the 

Central government regarding the refugee problem and asked, 

’has Assam no r igh t to  ex is t as the land o f  Assamese 

peop le? Is i t  the in tention  o f  the government to  turn the 

Assamese people in to  minority community in  th eir  own

lb .  Ib id .
17. The Assam Tribune, May 8, 1949.
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province and Jeopardise their language, culture and their 

very existence?*18

Therefore, i t  seems obvious that the Assamese 

middle c lass were noticeably agitated over the issue of 

're fugee*. In this connection, i t  is  necessary to mention 

that migrant population constituted a very large  propor

tion  o f Assam’s population. Thus, out of Assam's total 

population o f 9,044,000 in  1951 as many as 1,344,000 

constituting 14 per cent, were born outside Assam,compared

to 6 per cent in  the case o f West Bengal and 5 per cent in
19the case o f Bombay. There was no sign ificant emigration 

from Assam to counteract th is massive immigration. The 

in flu x  o f  refugees from £ast Bengal into Assam made the 

Assamese ru ling  c lass apprehensive o f the new entrants in

to the state as they might one day outbalance the Assamese 

people leading to eventual loss o f their newly acquired 

p o lit ic a l status. This apprehension coupled with the 

economic effects o f migration o f refugees in  thousands 

resu lted in  periodic upheavals and social con flict in  tne 

state . In the early  part o f February and March of 1950, 

communal feelings were worked up to an unprecedented hei£n 

I t  started at Lumding where Muslim passengers going to 

Pakistan were assaulted and robbed by miscreants who were

18. The Assam Tribune, May 27, 1949.
19. Census of India (Assam), 1951, V o l. XII, Pert I I  a , 

V o l.l ,  Part 11(A).
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apparently not residents o f Assam. Minor outbursts 

followed at Badarpur and at Hailakandi. In the Assam valley  

there were a few sporadic cases of arson and stabbing in 

Gauhati town. But by fa r  th e fgreatest tragedy that had been 

enacted was in  the north o f Goalpara d istric t*- and the 

adjoining part in  Barpeta subdivision. Several d is tr ic ts  in 

Bast Pakistan became involved in  Hindu-Muslim r io ts  about 

the same time. The communal disturbance o f Soneswar, Habib- 

ganj, East Dinajpur and the gruesome incidents of Dacca 

between February and March 1950 had resulted in  the deser

tion  by thousands o f minorities o f th e ir  hearths and homes 

to seek shelter in  the neighbouring areas o f west Bengal ana 

Assam.

After In d ia ’s states were reorganised along lin gu is

t ic  lin e s  so as to create a closer f i t  between ethnicity, 

te rrx to r ie lity  and p o lit ic a l power, the numerically dominant 

lin gu is t ic  group in  each state made a special claim to the 

te rr ito ry  i t  occupied and to any economic and educational 

a c t iv it ie s  that took p lace. Specially in  states such as 

Assam and Maharastra where the proportion o f migrant popula

tion  i s  high, there are demands fo r ordinances and le g is la 

tion  to re s tr ic t  the opportunities and cultural position o f 

the migrants. Since 1947, the emerging Assamese middle

20. Assam Gazettee, Part VI, 13 March, 1950.

21. Weiner, M., Sons o f the So il, Migration and Ethnic 
Conflict in  India, Princeton, 1978,



www.manaraa.com

90

c la ss  has sought to use th e ir  con trol over the state 

government to assert the paramountcy o f  Assamese cultural 

id e n tity , and to  seek economic and soc ia l equality  in  

r e la t io n  to  Bengali middle c la s s . The Assamese dominated 

Congress Party that took power with independence was 

committed not simply to  the development o f  Assam,but more 

p a rticu la r ly  to  the use o f  state power fo r  improving the 

p o s it io n  o f  the Assamese speaking population. The Assam 

government, on 26th September 1947, thus stated,'Assamese 

i s  to  be accepted as compulsory second language in  a ll 

schools where i t  can not be Assamese com pletely*. The 

number o f  educated Assamese middle c la ss  started increas

ing with the development o f  many schools and co lle g e s .

The percentage o f  l ite ra cy  has increased and the develop

ment o f  Assamese consciousness gained i t s  strength (Table 3.3).

TableSJ: Progress o f  L iteracy (in  percentage) in  Assam.

Year Percentage o f  L iteracy

1901 - 4.2
1911 - 5.6
1921 - 7.1
1931 - 8.6
1941 - 13.1
1951 - 18.06
1961 - 27.4
1971 — 28.15

Source s Census o f  India, 1971.

22. The f i r s t  Assam ministry a fte r  independence was com
prised  o f mainly Assamese p o lit ic ia n s . R efer. Assam 
L eg isla tive  Assembly Debates,Vol. I,N o.14, 1947.
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With the growth o f  p o l i t ic a l  strength, the Assamese 

leaders o f  middle class o r ig in  began to make Assamese

nationalism f e l t  in  p ra c t ica lly  every sphere o f  a c t iv ity .
23The Assam Jatiya  Mahasabha and the Asomiya Sangha took 

a lead ing  r o le  in  th is  regard. The Assam Jatiya  Mahasabha 

was quite vocal about the recogn ition  o f  Assamese as state 

language and medium o f  Instru ction . Sri Ambikagiri Roy 

Choudhary, the President o f  Assam Jatiya  Mahasabha, submit 

ted  a memorandum to  Sri Gopinath Bordoloi, than Chief 

M inister o f  Assam, urging upon the government to  concede 

the p ersisten t demands o f  the A ssociation . Highlighting 

the n ecessity  fo r  introducing Assamese as state language, 

the memorandum states, *the rig£it o f  s e l f  determination 

has been today demanded by every n ation a lity , and as such, 

the claim o f  the Assamese people to  exert th e ir  voice  

against exp lo ita tion  by an a lien  race or  races who own no 

o b lig a tio n  to tne lend that feeds end sustains them is  

very leg itim a te . Explaining the slogan o f  Assam fo r  

Assamese, i t  said that by Assamese, i t  means those who 

fe e l  fo r  the betterment o f  Assam and the Assamese and work 

fo r  the cause as such and anyone who takes up the in terest 

o f  the Assamese as his own and c a l ls  h im self an Assamese and

23. For d e ta ils  re fer  Das, T .C .. Ambikagiri Aru Teour Jivan 
Darshan, V o l.l  ( in  Assamese) Gauhati, 1952.

24. Natun Assamiya, 10 September, 1947, The Assam Tribune, 
29 September, 1947.
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can claim equal rights with the children o f the so il ’ . The 

main demands Incorporated In the memorandum were; ( l ) the 

in flu x  o f outsiders must be stoppedt (2 ) fu l l  representa

tion  o f Assamese Interest in  a l l  departments of Central 

government should be given, (3 ) Assamese language should be 

given fu l l  recognition in  every sphere o f governmental 

a c t iv it ie s  including a l l  the Central departments,

(4 ) Assamese must be declared as the medium of instructions
25in  a l l  educational in stitutions. Chandra Kanta Phukan, 

President o f Asomiya Sangha, Nowgong also pleaded fo r the 

recognition o f Assamese and proposed that Assamese people 

should be given preference in  business, government o ffice  

e tc .

The change in  the power structure in  Assam in the 

wake of independence had given the Assamese p o lit ic a l  

resources fo r  manipulating the ethnic division  of labour 

which in  turn stimulated competition and con flic t. 

Consequently, governmental authority was directed towards 

restructuring the ethnic division o f labour which infact 

had in tensified  the con flic t between the Assamese and 

Bengali Hindus. For example, in  the r io ts  o f 1948 and 1950 

the starting point was the demand by Assamese youth on the 

Bengalis to shed the sign o f separatism, v iz . ,  to replace 

Bengali shop signboards with Assamese, to desist from run

ning separate schools fo r Bengalis and fin a lly  to accept 

Assamese as their language. * The Calcutta press,however,

25. Ib id .
26. Confidential Report o f Enquiry into Goalpara Disturban

ces, April 1955.
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termed th is agitation as *Bengali Kheda' (Drive away

Bengalis) movement.2̂  Certain reactionary Bengali

elements liv in g  in  Assam were at the back o f th is campaign

o f  hate. But these further added to the animosity between
these communities. In 1948 i t s e l f  there was a demand for

a separate Bengali dominated independent state with the

d is t r ic ts  o f Cachar, KarimganJ, Lushai H ills  end Tripura.
28Satindra Mohan Das took the lead in  th is move. Thus the 

language issue assumed a great p o lit ic a l importance imme

d ia te ly  a fter independence, and the language policy in  

Assam became the bone o f contention between the Assamese 

and Bengali communities.

Meanwhile the Assam government education depart

ment had issued a c ircu lar to e l l  inspectors and deputy 

inspectors o f schools directing them to take steps fo r  

making Assamese the compulsory medium of instruction ir. eli 

the schools o f Assam va lley . In places where the spoken 

language is  used as medium fo r  primary education, Assamese 

would be taught as the second language. Assamese language 

was to replace Bengali in  course o f time in  a l l  those 

schools where Bengali was the sole medium o f in s tru c tion . 

Bengali Muslims and migrant labourers were generally  

provided with Assamese schools. But the Bengali Hindus 

continued to in s is t  that their schools should htve the 

Bengali medium. There was strong resentment2^ from the

27. Amrit Bazar P atrik a ,l July, I960
28. Assamiya73 A p ril, 1948.
29. Hindustan Standard, 5 July, 1955.
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Bengali middle c la ss  in  Assam against th is  p o licy  o f  the 

government and they voiced  th e ir  demands through an 

organization  ca lled  Cachar D istr ict  Committee.'*® Another 

a ssocia tion  known as Assem-Bengal A ssociation echoed e 

sim ilar sentiment when i t  said that 'the Bengalis were in 

m ajority  in  Assam and i t  would not take long to have
XT

Bengali as an accepted state language o f  Assam'. At th is 

juncture, the Governor o f  Assam, Akbar Hydri, made the 
fo llow in g  statement-'*’ in  the assembly which further com pli

cated  the issue; 'the natives o f  Assam are now masters o f  

th e ir  own houses. They have a government which i s  both 

respon sib le  and responsive to  them. They can take what 

steps are necessary fo r  the encouragement and propagation 

o f  Assamese language end culture and customs o f  tr ib a l 

peop le , who are th e ir  fe llow  c it iz e n s  and who also must nave 

a share in  the form ulation o f  such p o l ic ie s .  The Bengalees 

have no longer the power even i f  they had the w ill  to impose 

anything on the people o f  the h i l l s  and valleys which cons

t itu te  Assam. The basis o f  such fe e lin g  against them, as 

e x is ts , i s  fear but now there i s  no cause fo r  fe a r . I would, 

th ere fo re , appeal to  you to exert a l l  the influence you 

possess to give the stranger in  our midst a fa ir  deal, 

provided o f  course, he in  h is turn deals lo y a lly  with us ' .

30. Akbar Hydri's  Paper (1947-48).
31. Natun Assamiya, 18 August, 1947.
32. Assam Assembly Debates, 3 November, 1947.
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A ll these developments became a matter o f  deeo 

concern fo r  the Bengali organisations in  Assam. They 

approached Sarder Patel to  dissuade the government o f 

Assam from trying to impose Assamese language in  their 

schools end also provide employment f a c i l i t i e s  to the 

employees hailing from Sylhet. I t  was clear from 

th e ir  memorandum that the economic in terest seemed to be 

the main issu e , because they complained o f  the refusa l 

on the part o f  the government to  issue contract and 

trade licen ses  and permits to  the Bengalis. However,the 

in terven tion  from the central government seemed to have 

helped subside the issue fo r  sometime by asking the 

Assam government to induct Bengalis as well in to  adminis

tr a t iv e  j o b s .^

I t  appears that the o f f i c i a l  language question 

in  Assam touched upon the issue o f  employment as w ell as 

cu ltu ra l id en tity . Therefore, i t  became the fo ca l point 

o f  controversy between the Assamese and Bengali communi

t i e s .  The Bengalis favoured a parity  in  status between 

the Assamese and Bengali languages in  Assam because that 

would mean equality o f  opportunity in  employment and

33. C learly a middle c la ss  demand, fo r  i t  should be noted 
that Assamese language was meant to  be the second 
language in  Bengali Schools and o f f i c i a l  language 
continued to be English.

34. Das, D. (ed ), Sardar P a te l ’ s Correspondence,1945-50, 
V o l.9 , Ahmedabad, 1971.
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p o lit ica l and social status. The Assamese, on the other 
hand, viewed such duality as a perpetuation o f Bengali 
domination in both cultural and employment spheres. For 
the Assamese middle class, due to historical reasons, it  
was the Hindu Bengali who stood as an obstacle to econo
mic development. Therefore, after Independence, the 
Assamese middle class made a bid to acquire sizeable 
control over the apparatus o f the state administration 
and share in  the state sponsored development process.Th^y 
wanted the l io n ’ s share not only o f the government Jobs, 
but also o f the financial resources o f the state govern
ment. They mobilized a strong cultural campaign with 
th is end in  view. But their late start end the fact that 
big business had already spread it s  network into the 
furthest nooks and corners o f the country made their

•*5e fforts  in  business and industry weak and ineffectua l.
In consequence, they clung a ll the more tenaciously to
th eir control over the state administration. Myron 

%Weiner*^ observed in  this context : ’what characterized 
the Assamese quest for a cultural identity was their ne- d 
to distinguish themselves from the Bengalis in  their 
midst; i t  is  quite lik e ly  that the presence o f large

35. Gohain, H., Ethnic Conflict in Assam in PenkaJ Thakur 
(ed .) India’ s Northeast t A Multi faceted View, 
Tinsukla, 1982.

36. Weiner, M., Sons o f the Soil, Migration and Ethnic 
Conflict in India, Princeton, 1978.
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numbers o f  migrants from other sta tes , esp ecia lly  from Ben

ga l, sharpened the sense o f  Assamese Identity  and gave i t  

what many outsiders perceived as i t s  pecu liarly  aggressive 

ch a ra c te r '.

The Assam Sahitya Sabha began th e ir  systematic 

campaign from 1950 onwards to secure recogn ition  fo r  

Assamese as the o f f i c i a l  language o f  Assam. I t  placed tne 

demand before the government o f  Assam. The Sabha also 

desired  the introduction  o f  Assamese as the medium o f  ins

tru ctio n  in  a ll  the d is t r ic t s  o f  Assam including the h il l  

d i s t r i c t s .  16 July, 1951 was observed fo r  the f i r s t  time 

as the state  language day by the Sahitya Sabha. I t  also 

appealed to  a ll  sections o f  the public to  co-operate with 

the government o f  Assam in  th e ir  e f fo r t s  to  introduce 

Assamese in  e l l  educational in stitu tion s  in  the s ta te . 

Meetings and processions were organized supporting the 

cause. However, a few unhappy incidents took place in  

Nowgong d is t r ic t  a fter  the observance o f  the state language 

day. Magnified reports o f  v io len ce  against the Bengali 

Hindus appeared in  the Calcutta and also in  the lo c a l  press. 

Further, many small matters which otherwise would not have 

received  any notice were being exaggerated in  the said 

press creating the impression that something very serious 

had happened.

37. Amrit Bazar Patrika, 8 July, I960, The Assam Tribune, 
July 14, 15, 1950.
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Reorganisation of Assam

The movement for redrawing state boundaries on the 
basis o f lingustlc homogeneity has had a long history in 
India. Formation o f lingu istic provinces was one o f the 
earliest demands o f the Indian national Congress. Since 
the Nagpur session o f 1920, The Congress Party has it s e lf  
been organized on a lingu istic basis with lingu istic 
provinces as its  major units. In 1928, a committee appoin
ted by the All Parties Conference to draft a Constitution 
for  ’ a fu ll and responsible government ' in India reported 
that?i t  was clear that there must be a redistribution of 
provinces'. The principles governing this redistribution, 
the committee said, should be partly geographical and partly 
economic and financial, but the main considerations must 
necessarily be the wishes o f the people and the lingu istic 
unity o f  the area concerned.

In subsequent years the Congress went on record 
favouring the redistribution o f provinces on lingu istic 
lin es . In 1945, the election manifesto proclaimed that the 
Congress stood for the freedom o f each group and territoria l 
area within the nation to develop its  own l i f e  and culture 
within the larger framework, and i t  was stated that for this 
purpose such territoria l areas o f provinces should be 
constituted,as far as possible, on a lingu istic and cultural 
basis.

38. All India Congress Committee, 1928, Allahabad.
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On th e  ad ven t o f  in d e p e n d e n c e , th e r e  was w id esp rea d  

e x p e c t a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  d i v i s i o n  o f  

s t a t e s  w ou ld  be  a p p l ie d  i n  o r g a n iz in g  f u l l  and r e s p o n s i b l e  

gov ern m en t i n  I n d ia .  A L i n g u i s t i c  P r o v in c e s  C om m ission  

u n d er  t h e  ch a irm a n sh ip  o f  S .K . D ar, a fo rm e r  ju d g e  o f  tn e  

A lla h a b a d  H igh C o u rt , was a p p o in te d  t o  a d v is e  th e  c o n s t i t u e n t  

A ssem bly  i n  i t s  d e l i b e r a t i o n s  o n  t h i s  q u e s t io n .  H ow e v e r ,th e  

r e p o r t  o f  th e  Dar C om m ission  f i r m l y  o p p o se d  th e  im m ediate  

f o r m a t io n  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  s t a t e s  on  th e  g rou n d s t h a t  c ir c u m s 

t a n c e s  o b t a in in g  i n  in d e p e n d e n t  I n d ia  w ere v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  

fro m  t h o s e  o b t a in in g  e a r l i e r  when th e  C on gress  had  d e c la r e d  

i t s e l f  f o r  t h e  r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  p r o v in c e s  i n  l i n g u i s t i c  

b a s i s .  The param ount n eed  o f  I n d ia ,  th e  R e p o rt  c o n t in u e d ,w a s  

t h a t  i t  s h o u ld  becom e a n a t io n  and e v e r y t h in g  w h ich  th rew  

o b s t a c l e s  i n  t h e  way o f  th e  grow th  o f  n a t io n a l  u n i t y  must be 

r e j e c t e d .  Upon t h e  recom m en d ation  o f  th e  Dar C o m m iss io n ,th e  

c o n s t i t u e n t  A ssem bly  made no a ttem p t t o  e f f e c t  an im m ed iate  

r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  s t a t e s  b u t  th e  c o n s t i t u t i o n  was so  fram ed 

t h a t  any fu t u r e  p la n  o f  r e a lig n m e n t  o f  s t a t e s  w ould  meet 

w it h  no c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s .  E ven th e  C o n g re ss  

p a r t y ’ s  H igh Power L i n g u is t i c  P r o v in c e s  C om m ittee w h ich  

i n c lu d e d  J a w a h a r la l N ehru, V a lla b h b h a i P a t e l  and P a t ta b h i  

S ite r e m a y y a  d is fa v o u r e d  t h e  fo r m a t io n  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  p r o v in c e s  

o n  a d m in is t r a t iv e  and f i n a n c i a l  g ro u n d . In  th e  e a r ly  1 9 3 0 ’ s 

m ass a g i t a t i o n s  e r u p te d  th r o u g h o u t  th e  c o u n t r y ,  and 

e s p e c i a l l y  i n  th e  s o u th ,w h e re  th e  i n t e r e s t  i n  r e d i s t r i b u t i o n
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o f provinces on a lin gu istic  basis was most intense, the 

public response was c learly  antagonistic. The progress 

o f internal developments in  Andhra was treated as sign i

fican t not only in  assessing the e ffect on the notion of 

reorganization of states, but also in  the prognosis for 

other lin gu istic  state movements. Decan Herald"^ whicn 

had, throughout, supported the movement fo r lin gu istic  

states took a more optimistic view, Hhe emergence of 

Andhra underlines the lesson that once a decision is  taken 

with public support, ways end means can be found to make 

i t  work despite diversionary ta lk  about Indian so lidarity , 

v ia b i l it y ,  administrative convenience, sociological 

reaction, etc. etc. Andhra marks the f i r s t  most s ig n if i 

cant act o f internal consolidation after the epic deedr of 

in tegration  accomplished by the Sarder P a te l’ . The 

agitated people took the matters to the streets that culmi 

nated in  the death o f Potti Sriremulu on 15 December, 1952 

a fte r 56 days hunger strike fo r  the cause. It  led  to the 

breaking out o f more serious disturbances that forced the 

government of India to create the f i r s t  lin gu istic  state of 

the TaLegu speaking people after cutting a part o f the 

then Madras state in  1953. The creation o f the state of 

Andhra v irtu a lly  led  to the redrawing o f the p o lit ic a l map 

o f India as a whole. Andhra Pradesh inspired other

39. Decan Hersid, October 1, 1953
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n a tion a lit ie s  l ik e  Melayee, Tamil, G ujrati e tc . and provi
soded added strength to th e ir  stru ggle . While speaking in  

the parliament on 22 December, 1953, Nehru announced the 

appointment o f  a commission to  examine the whole question 

o f  reorganisation  o f  the Indian states in  the l ig h t  o f  the 

dimensions o f  the problem.

The demand fo r  lin g u is t ic  reorganisation  had l i t t l e  

d ire c t  importance in  the case o f  Assam. In the wake o f  

the appointment o f  the States Reorganisation Commission, 

reg ion a l aspirations with p o l i t ic a l  overtones raised tn oir  

heads in  Assam. The demand fo r  a separate h i l l  state 

pressed by some h i l l  d is t r ic t s  o f  Assam had l i t t l e  or nr 
l in g u is t ic  m anifestations. Another alternative demand was 

put forward by the Cachar States Reorganisation Committee 

f o r  the Constitution o f  a Purbachal State comprising 

Cachar, Tripura, the Mizo h i l l s ,  the Naga h i l ls  and N.E.h’ .a. 
In a strongly worded memorendum to the State Reorganisation 

Commission, i t  declared that, * Cachar*s future i s  doomed 

in  Assam. We are sure o f  one th ing, Cachar cannot be worse 

- o f f  in  a new state than she i s  in  Assam today. The people 

o f  the d is t r ic t  are not only discontented but p ra ctica lly  

on the verge o f  despair under Assam with the Nagas in  revo11 

e f fe c t iv e ly  defying Assam’ s authority in  every sphere, with

40. Harrison, S ., India t The Most Dangerous Decades,Madras.
I960 .

41. Chaudhary, J .K ., Purbachal Reconsidered, S ilchar, 1954.
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Manipur and Tripura refusing to be the Cindrellas in a 

state -  the only positive  course l e f t  open to the commission 

i s  in  our view to suggest a separate administrative unit for 

these areas’. ^  The sponsors of Purbachal Movement had la id  

stress on the absence o f development projects and raised the 

bogey o f lin gu is t ic  domination to rouse public support. To
A *

c ite  a concrete example, Mr. Ranendra Mohan Das complained, 

’ the government’s persistent policy o f Assamisation we have 

too c lea rly  seen a l l  these years. The hostile attitude and 

cripp ling  policy towards the d is tr ic t  councils and the rapid 

introduction o f the Assamese language in  the schools and 

administration may be cited as instances in  point. There has 

been a growing rea lisation  on the part o f the h i l l  people 

that the ru ling  group have begun to treat the tribes  as 

hewers o f wood and drawers o f water*. The commission, 

however, recognized the d iffic u lty  of i t s  task in  this  

region and found that the state should not be disturbed un

le s s  i t  wanted to create more problems. The commission’s 

contention was that, ’separation w il l  add to the cost of 

administration, and the co-ordination o f po lic ies and 

programmes between the state of Assam and the h i l l  areas on 

the one hand and between the h i l l  d is tr ic ts  themselves on 

the other w il l  become more d if f ic u lt * .

42. Ibid.
43. Assam Assembly Debates, Part VI, lb  November, 1955.
44. Report of the State Reorganisation Commission, 1955.
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At the time o f  States reorganisation , west Bengal 

a lso demanded the transfer o f  Goalpara d is t r ic t  o f  Assam 

to  B«ngal claiming that the people o f  that d is t r ic t  speak 

Bengali. West Bengal’ s claim on Assam’ s te rr ito ry  raised 

tension  in  Goalpara and Berpeta su b -d iv ision s. The claim 

on Goalpara made by a section  o f  the West Bengal 

p o lit ic ia n s  p rin cip a lly  founded on alleged l in g u is t ic  kin

ship o f  the d is t r ic t  with west Bengal. But the source of 

trou ble  seemed to  have arisen flrom d iffe re n t circumstances. 

Some o f  the Zemlnders o f  the Goalpara d is t r ic t  had by 

marriage and cu ltural intercourse developed p red ilection  

fo r  Bengali. The t ie s  with the Bengal zamlnders and a 

natural fee lin g  o f  so lid a r ity  with them were other forces 

working to the same end. The o f f ic e r s  in  the management 

o f  the zamlnders were mostly imported from Bengal since i t  

was believed  that the lo c a l  people could not be entrusted 

with the work on account o f  a clash  o f  economic in te re s tr . 

These o f f ic e r s  exerted considerable influence over the

zamlnders and worked with these o f f i c i a l s  to  d is to rt  the 
45 4bcensus fig u re s . Even Mr. Macswiney in  his report on 

the census o f  1911 remarked, 'I  am afraid  that the return 

o f  language in  Assam w ill  always be marred by a certa in  

amount o f  Inaccuracy though nodoubt the error w ill shov. c

45. Sarma, D., Language o f  Goalpara, The Assam Tribune, 
April 7 , 1955.

46. Census o f  India, 1931.



www.manaraa.com

104

gradual diminution at each successive census'. This 
prophetic apprehension was nowhere borne out more clearly 
than in  Goalpara. O ffic ia l interference only favoured 
Bengali prejudice and manipulations in  the matter as 
would be evident from the following remarks of 
Mr. Macswiney, *At my request the Commissioner o f Assam 
valley consented to have the schedule checked on the soot 
during the last cold weather. It came to light that 
there was a great deal o f local feeling on the subject arv 
that changes from the original entries o f Assamese to 
Bengalee had been made under the orders o f the census

I f To ff ic e r  o f the d istrict and some charge superintendents'. 
The error o f returning the Rajbanshi and other inhabitants 
o f  Goalpara as Bengali was progressively rectified  since 
1911 so that in  1951 census the proportion of Assamese 
speakers increased from less than 3 per cent in 1901 to 6? 
per cent in  1951 and that o f Bengali speakers decreased 
from 69 per cent in  1901 to 17.4 per cent in 1951. Commen-

L ating on 1951 census figures R.G. Bhagaiwala said, ' a 
comparison with the percentage o f population speaking these 
different languages in  195L for which alone figures are 
available reveals an interesting ta le . There was no 
tabulation in 1941 as a measure o f war economy. Hence we

47. Ibid.
48. Census Report o f India 1951, Vol. XII, Part I -a.
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have no figures regarding the d istribution  of Assam's 

population according to language fo r 1941. There is  a 

strik ing  increase in  the percentage o f people who speak 

Assamese in  1951 (5b .7i) over those o f 1951 which was 

only 31.4 per cent . There is  an equally striking  

decrease in  the percentage of the people speaking 

Bengali in  1951 which is  only 16.5 per cent against 26.8 

per cent in  1931. With the so litary  exception of 

Assamese,every single language or language group in  Assam 

shows a decline in  the percentage o f people speaking tne 

same. A ll th is decline has done to swell the percentage 

o f people speaking Assamese in  1951. The figures do uot 

f a i l  to re fle c t  the aggressive lin gu istic  nationalism now 

prevailing  in  Assam, coupled with the desire of many 

persons among the Muslims as well as tea garden labour 

immigrants to adopt Assamese as their tongue in  the state  

o f th e ir adoption. It  i s  not unlikely that some amongst 

the persons who have returned their mother-tongue as 

Assamese have done so from devious motives even though 

th e ir  knowledge o f Assamese may not amount too much'.

With regard to the 1951 census returns, i t  had 

been alleged by interested parties that figu res  were mani

pulated fo r  p o lit ic a l purpose. Despite the population  

in flu x , i t  seemed that the proportion o f Assamese speakers 

increased strik ingly  in  every deeede a fte r  independence, 

while the proportion o f Bengali speakers continued to
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d e c lin e . This demographic sh ift  aroused the anxieties o f  

Bengali popu lation ^  in  Assam. They argued that th is  

sudden r is e  o f  Assamese speaking people re fle cted  a p o l i 

t i c a l  move o f  Bengali Muslims to side with the Assamese

and that was nothing but a preparation to  make Assamese
50as the sta te  language o f  Assam. The Bengali Muslims,on 

the other hand, p u b lic ly  embraced the Assamese language 

and they did  not ob ject to the establishment o f  Assamese 

schools in  th e ir  l o c a l i t i e s ,  since knowledge o f  lo ca l 

language helped than tremendously in  getting land and to 

gain acceptance in  Assamese so c ie ty . Sim ilarly the tea 

p lantation  workers did not ob ject to  the government's 

language p o licy  fo r  schools and they accepted Assamese. 

These people with varied socia l and l in g u is t ic  background 

had l i t t l e  m otion al attachment to  th e ir  place o f  o r ig in . 

Although, they had a common economic id en tity  as so -ce lled  

•Kulis' (the refined  terminology now in  use i s  chah 

Mazdoor) they lack  a common l in g u is t ic  id en tity . The 

l in g u is t ic  assim ilation  o f  Bengali Muslims and tea  garden 

labourers thus rescued the Assamese people from being 

reduced to  a m inoilty community in  th e ir  own sta te . Beside? 

th is ,  the separation o f  Sylhet from Assam helped to bring

49. Hindusthan Standard, July 24, 19b 0; Amrit Bazar 
Patrika, July 27, 19b 0.

50. Chaudhary, A . , ’Mukher Bhasa Buker Rudher 1 in  Bengall, 
Calcutta 1972; Chaudhary, N. *Asamer 3hasaDanga' in 
Bengali, Calcutta, 1973.
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about a decline in  the Bengali speaking percentage in  Assam.

The Assam government,however, made the following c l a r i f i c a -  
51t io n  on the census figu res, 'there is  nothing unusual in 

the figu re  of 1951 census so fa r as the Assamese speaking 

and Bengali speaking populations are concerned. The increas- 

or decrease in  the number of people speaking a particu lar  

language between 1931-1951 census is  dependent not merely on 

natural growth and b io logica l factors. Emigration, immigra

tion  and natural absorption o f immigrant groups are a ll  

relevant factors. In a l l  previous censuses there were 

certain  factors which resulted in  in fla t io n  of the popula 

tion  of Bengali speakers, as fo r instance, the language oi 

a fa ir ly  la rge  number of tea garden tribes  was returned as 

Bengalis. Besides, the ideas on the ree l character o f tne 

language of Go alp era were confused and i t  was returned as 

Bengali. In the 1951 census, these mistakes of the previous 

eensuses were avoided*. One may, however, conclude tha^ 

f ire d  by Bengtli nationalism, many Bengali enumerators snowed 

an a r t i f ic ia l  increase o f the Bengali population in  xssam 

during the colonial period. Tribals and other tea garden 

labourers were included as Bengali speakers. Most o f tne 

census enumerators in  Assam were Bengalis and Assamese oeooie

51. Serma, S .C ., On Language S tatistics of Assam Censuses , 
Assam Government Press, Shillong, 1955.
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52tended to c a ll a l l  foreigners Bengalis. The Bengali

enumerators took this opportunity and returned them in

the census as Bengali. However, after independence, the
upsurge o f Assamese nationalism helped to single out

these mistakes and as a re su lt , the percentage of
55Assamese speakers had increased. Languagewise popula

tion  change in  Assam as a whole from 1911 to 1961 is  shown 

in  Figure 3.2, whereas in  figure 3.3 the districtw ise  

changes are recorded. The Census data on these d istribu 

tions are presented in  Table 3.4.

Table 3.4 t D istribution o f Population (Languagewise) in 
Assam (1911-1951).

Language 1911 19a 1931 1951 1961

Assamese 35.3 33.43 32.32 56.29 57.14

Bengali 26.90 27.60 27.36 19.64 17.36

Source s Census of India, 1961, Assam, V o l. V II, Part I - a

Considered in  th is  background, west Bengal's 

claim on Goalpara d is tr ic t  o f Assam on lin gu istic  ground,

52. For instance even the European tea p lanters, c iv il  
administrators were called  'Baga Bengali * or 'White 
Bengali*. Refer fo r  d eta ils , Cheudhery, N., 'Bubar 
Harms Bedana* (in  Assamese), Gauhati, I960.

53. For d istribution  o f Assamese and Bengali population, 
d istric tw ise , see Appendix I .
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therefore, caused widespread tension in  Assam, a protest

week was observed from March 31 to April 6 , 1955 in  Goal- 
54para d is t r ic t .  Protest meetings and processions were

organised throughout the d istr ic t  by the people of Goal-

para to give vent to their fee lings. At Barpeta.the
55Nagar Chatra Sangha o f Barpeta took the lead in  th is  

regard. They cautioned the people against the unjust 

claim o f West Bengal over the d is tr ic t  o f Assam. Other 

communities who took active part in  anti-merger movement 

were mainly Rajbanshis, Medhis, Boros, Muslims o f Dhubri, 

the Nepalis end even some Local Bengalis o f Kokrajhar 

d is t r ic t .  On the other hand,under the leadership o f Mr. 

Ramani Bose, a few Bengali lawyers and businessmen took 

the lead in  the proraerger move. Both, merger end an tl- 

merger fee lings were expressed through demonstrations and 

meetings etc. Bengali communities organized a student 

demonstration at Dhubri on 1 April, 1955 in  favour o f  

merger o f Goalpara with Bengal. Counter-demonstrations 

were organized by Assamese students and these spread to 

other parts o f the d is t r ic t . In Chungpiiuta, Khuslapara, 

Chasikniti, Chapark el a, and Chouraguri v illage s  houses

54. The Assam Tribune, March,31 ,1955.

55. Nagar Chatra Sangha over the signature of Sarat 
Chandra Singha, President D istric t Congress Committee, 
Dhubri, Khgendra Nath Deka, M.L.A., Sadat Ali,M.L .A 
took the lead in  th is regard. Refer ’Report on the 
Goalpara Disturbances in  April, 1955'
Confidential No. C-57/55/204-5/A.
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were damaged and at places looting also took place. It 
appears from Enquiry Report that the Revolutionary 
Communist Party and the Communist Party of India joined 
hands with the anti-mergerites in protesting against west 
Bengal *s claim to Assam territory. They have been trying 
to take advantage of the situation and to keep the 
tension alive with a view to creating disturbances so 
that they could turn the blame on the Congress government 
to make a political capital out of it.^ The Report el so 
observed that, 'the happenings caused by demonstration 
etc. were over dramatised,exaggerated and served with 
vitriolic comments in the Calcutta Press which in turn 
excited greater indignation of the anti-merger groups and 
caused deeper panic among the Bengalis, many of whom 
evacuated to safer zones within the district and to Cooch 
Bihar and Allpur-Duar in West Bengal, though not involved 
or affected by these acts of violence'.̂ 8 Commenting on 
the Goalpara incident, Atulya Ghosh, President of West 
Bengal Congress Committee* remarked, 'the happenings in 
Goalpara district ere not the outcome of sudden flare up 
Systematically and deliberately and with precision, feel
ings of animosity were roused against the Bengali speaking

56. The Assam Tribune, A p r il 14, 1955.
57. Refer n 55.
58. i b i d .

56
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population  during the past few years by a section  o f  lo ca l

people who were d ire c t ly  supported by the Assam 
50

government. Further, he blamed the various measures 

adopted by the Assam government against the Bengalis in  

the f i e ld  o f  serv ice , education e tc . in  the name o f  safe

guarding the in terest o f  the Assamese', he further charged 

that the in d irect help and support rendered by the Assam 

government to  the language issue had greatly  encouraged the 

people o f  Assam to  think that the Bengali speaking people 

are unwanted ou tsiders. u However, i t  was a fa c t  that the 

whole a f fa ir  o f  Goalpara was dressed up to give the appear

ance o f  a state-w ide language feud.

The Assam Sahitya Sabha also placed a memorandum01 

before the States Reorganisation Commission fo r  the recons

t itu t io n  o f  the State o f  Assam. Their main demands were:

( i ) that no part o f  the state o f  Assam, as at present 

con stitu ted , be taken away from i t ,  ( i i )  that the North 

Eastern Frontier Agency be forthwith amalgamated with Assam 

( i i i )  that Cooch-Bihar, Jalpaiguri, and Darjeeling be trans

ferred  to the state o f  Assam, subject to  the w ill  o f  the

people o f  these d is t r ic t s ,  ( i v )  that the two part C state? 

o f  Manipur and Tripura be merged with Assam subject to  the

59. The Statesman, Calcutta, April 14, 1955
60 . ib id .
61 . Memorandum submitted before the State Reorganisation 

Commission by Assam Sahitya Sabha on May 10, 1955.
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w i l l  o f  t h e i r  p e o p le  and to  p r o v i s io n s  f o r  su b v e n t io n  from  

th e  governm ent o f  I n d i a ,  ( v )  t h a t  the i l l - c o n c e i v e d  p la n s  

o f  s e p a r a t e  s t a t e s  on  t h i s  d e fe n c e  f r o n t i e r  l i k e  F u rb acn & i 

and H i l l  s t a t e  be n o t  co u n ten an ced . They re g a rd e d  th e s e  

demands as  im p o rtan t f o r  a d m in is t r a t iv e  con ven ien ce  and 

f o r  th e  u n it y  and s e c u r i t y  o f  I n d i a .  I t  m ight be  o f  

i n t e r e s t  t o  know t h a t  t h e  S t a t e s  R e o r g a n is a t io n  Com m ission  

d id  n o t e n v is a g e  th e  b re a k -u p  o f  th e  com posite  s t a t e  o f  

Assam . The S ta te  R e o r g a n is a t io n  Com m ission s t a t e d  i n  i t s  

R e p o r t :  t h a t ,  ’th e s e  demands w ere  n o t p a r t  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  

r e o r g a n i s a t i o n ,  f o r  a  s t a t e  o f  V e s t  B en ga l a lr e a d y  e x is t e d ,  

and r e o r g a n i s a t io n  w ou ld  n o t have meant i n  any way 

i n c l u s i o n  o f  th e se  d i s t r i c t s  g e o g r a p h ic a l ly  d i s t a n t  (b e in g  

p a r t  o f  A ssam ) in t o  B e n g a l .  As f a r  a s  N egas w ere  con cern ed  

th e  v i a b i l i t y  o f  t h e i r  hom eland as a  s t a t e  was f e l t  to  be  

a  d o u b t fu l  p r o p o s i t i o n ,  a s  t h e r e  w e re  o t h e r  t r i b e s  w h icn  

m igh t need  th e  seme s o l u t i o n ’ .6 ̂  F u r th e r ,  th e  R ep o rt  

s u g g e s t e d ,  ’ R a c ia l l y ,  l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  and c u l t u r a l l y  even  

th e  t r i b e s  w h ich  w e re  d e s c r ib e d  com p en d iou s ly  under s i n g l e  

name, f o r  exam ple th e  N aga s , a re  i n  r e a l i t y  d i f f e r e n t  each  

from  th e  o t h e r .  I n s p i t e  o f  a  c e r t a in  ten d en cy  to w a rd s  

'A s s a m is a t io n *  abou t w h ich  th e  m in o r i t i e s  i n  Assam have  

c o m p la in e d , the  h e te ro gen eo u s  c h a r a c t e r  o f  Assam has so f a r  

b e e n  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  p r e s e r v e d  and o u r  p r o p o s a ls  m ere ly  

r e c o g n iz e  t h i s  f a c t * . ^

6 2 .  n 37 .

6 3 .  i b i d .



www.manaraa.com

The le g is la t iv e  assembly o f Assam witnessed severe!

debates on the reorganisation question. Supporting the 

Commission's position, Bishnu Ram Medhi6 4 the Chief Minis

te r o f Assam, stated, fIn any case, we don't favour 

reorganisation o f state on the basis o f language alone. 

There ere so many d ielects prevalent among the h i l ls  that 

i f  lin gu is t ic  basis were pushed to i t s  lo g ica l conclusion, 

every range in  the h i l ls  would have to be framed into a 

separate state . Once the claim fo r making language the 

c r ite r ia  fo r reorganisation of state is  conceded i t  would 

be d i f f ic u lt  to re s is t  the force o f disintegration, 

particu larly  in  a state lik e  Assam and i t  is  feared, would 

f a l l  into p ieces '. Mr. Hareswar Das, ^ member from Goal- 

para d is t r ic t  , observed thus i *In the re -d istribu tion  of 
o f states, language nodoubt plays an important ro le ,but the 
main consideration should be promotion o f unity,security  

and prosperity of India as a whole. I f  fo r the sake of 
Bengali speakers in  Goalpara d is t r ic t , transfer should be 

made to Vest Bengal what would happen to other Bengalees 

l iv in g  in  other parts of Assam. Transfer o f Goalpara,there 

fo re , does not solve any problem but i t  would create many 

more*. Moinul Haque Chaudhary, however, pointed out that 

the best solution was not in  having a separate state but in

6 4 . Assam Assembly Debates, Part V I, Nov. 17, 1955.

65. ib id .
66. ib id .
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having Hindi as our lingua franca and at the same time, 
giving importance to the local languages for transacting 
court,business and in  primary and secondary schools. 
Ranendra Mohan Das,^ however, opposed the stand taken 
by States Reorganisation Commission, He fe lt  that the 
assamisation policy followed by the Assam government 
after independence greatly disturbed the other lingu istic 
minorities living in  Assam, Moulana Abdul Zalil,Secrettry 
o f  Assam Provincial Jamlat-Ulemar, did not favour reorga
nisation o f states on lingu istic b a s i s . G a u r i  Sankar 
Bhattacharyya * was of the view that the recommendations 
o f  the State Reorganisation Commission on the language 
question fa iled  to provide any concrete answer to the 
problem o f o f f ic ia l  language for Assam. As a result, i t  
has intensified the controversy rather than leading to a 
satisfactory solution. Assam Sehltya Sabha was somehow 
sa tis fied  with the stand taken by the States Reorganisa- 
tion  Commission. Jatln Dowera' in  his presidential 
address said t ’ although the States Reorganisation Commi
ssion did not include Cooch-Bihar and Jelpaiguri with 
Assam, as they demanded, but i t  rightfu lly  rejected the 
Vest Bengal's claim and also other proposals regarding

67. ib id .
68. ib id .
69. ib id .
70. Assam Sahitya Sabha Bhasanawali, Gauhati, 2b, 27th 

December, 1955.
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the formation o f a separate h i l l  state, Purbachel and 

Kamatapur state. Thus the States Reorganisation 

Commission made th is abundantly c lear when i t  decided 

against a l l  te rr ito r ia l claims on Assam in  respect of 

Goalpara d is t r ic t  and the merger o f Tripura state in 
which Bengali was the dominant language*.

The state o f Assam that came into being fo llow 

ing the State Reorganisation Act of 193b did not 

undergo any major change. The Commission did not favour 
any demand fo r further d iv ision  of the state and for 

the formation o f a separate H ill state or Purbachal 

state out o f composite state o f Assam. The Commission 

however, proposed the merger o f Tripura with Assam for 

administrative reasons. The Commission’s formula fo r  

solving Assam’s problem was found to be unworkable.
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CHAPTER IV

OFFICIAL LANGUAGE MOVEMENT IN ASSAM

T h is  ch a p te r  fo c u s e s  on  th e  c h r o n o lo g ic a l  d e v e lo p 

ment o f  o f f i c i a l  lan gu a ge  movement i n  Assam. I n s p it e  of 

t h e  l i n g u i s t i c  r e o r g a n is a t io n  o f  s t a t e s ,  l i n g u i s t i c  m inor

i t i e s  rem ain  i n  a lm ost e v e ry  s t a t e ,  and Assam i s  no excep

t i o n  t o  t h i s .  As th e  s t ip u la t e d  p e r io d  f o r  sw itch in g  over 

t o  th e  r e g io n a l  lan gu age  as th e  o f f i c i a l  lan gu age o f  th e  

a d m in is t r a t io n  came n e a r e r , i t  s e t  c o n t r a d ic t o r y  f o r c e s  in  

m otion  i n  Assam. The l i n g u i s t i c  b o d ie s  o f  Assam, v i z . ,  

Assam S a h ity a  Sebha^and Assam J a t iy a  Man as abha, became the 

p i v o t a l  o r g a n is a t io n s  f o r  im plem enting th e  c o n s t i t u t io n a l

p r o v i s i o n s .  The s u r fa c in g  o f  such b o d ie s  was th e  r e s u l t  o t
2s o c io -e c o n o m ic  changes a lon g  w ith  th e  g re a t  im provem ent in 

com m unications and th e  c a t a ly s t  o f  modern e d u ca t io n  provid

in g  f o r  a g r e a te r  aw areness o f  th e  m oth er-ton g u e . In  April 

1959* th e  Assam S a h ity a  Sabha came o u t  w ith  th e  statem ent

1. F or d e t a i l s  see N eog. M., Annals o f  Assam S a h ity a  Sabha, 
1917-1975, J o rh a t , 1975.

2. Prakash, K., Language and Nationality Politics in Indie, 
Madras, 1973.
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that considerable time had been wasted over declaration  

o f  Assamese as the state language o f  Assam, and 'the 

people o f  Assam could wait no longer, and that within 

I960 the Assamese language must be declared as the stat^ 

language o f  Assam'.** The Sabha set the year I960 as the 

dead l in e  fo r  implementation o f  i t s  demands. 9 September, 

1959 was observed as the state language day throughout 

Assam. Meetings were held and resolu tions passed and 

processions were taken ou t. Several members o f  the assem

b ly  belonging to d iffe re n t p o l i t ic a l  parties raised the 

issu e  during the d iscussion  in  the budget session  in  19bo. 

The session  witnessed p o l i t ic a l  parties  declaring th e ir  

support to  th is  demand with the only exception o f  All Party 

H ill Leaders Conference (A .P.H .L.C.) end a ll  tr ib a l organi-
A

sations which saw in  these demands deprivation o f  th eir 

English educated middle c la ss  o f  getting a share in  the 

adm inistrative job s . Their main arguments against the 

implementation o f  Assamese language as 's ta te  language 'were 
as fo llow s :

(a ) The p os it ion  and the conditions o f  the h i l l  people in 

Assam were such that the acceptance o f  the Assamese 

language would p lace the Assamese in  a more dominant p osi

t io n , leading to assim ilation  o f  a l l  the h i l l  people into

3. Neog, M., Assam Language Question, Jorhat, 1961.
4. Kumar, G. and Arora, (ed.) Documents on India A ffa irs , 

London, 1965.
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the Assamese community, thereby gradually leading to the 

disintegration of their identity as distinct communities. 

Such assimilation and disintegration militated against 

t h e  deepest sentiments of the hill people and thus detri

mental to the composite culture of India.

(b) T h e  adoption of Assamese as the official language 

o f  the state will adversely effect the opportunities end 

p r o spects of the hill people i n  the government services 

and other avocations notwithstanding any amount of safe

guards w hich could always be circumvented.

(c) There is no justification for Assamese as the official 

language even from the population point of view, as this is 

t h e  mother-tongue of less t h e n  fifty p e r  cent of the 

population.

(d) Assam being inhabited by people of diverse races, 

culturesi and languages deserves Hindi as the official 

language. Meanwhile, English should continue as the 

official language until such times as the people of the 

state are ready to adopt Hindi as the official language.

T h e  Chief Minister of Assam, Shri B .P .  Chaliha, by 

and large reflecting the cautious policy adopted by the 

central government, tried to tread a middle-path in regard 

to the Official language policy. Shri Chaliha, commented'*,

5. Assam Assembly Debates, March 3, I960
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’Perhaps, there are two important reasons which warrant 

enactment o f a state language. The f i r s t  is  to make the 

o f f ic ia l  communications easily  understandable to the 

common man, and the second i s  to break the ba rrie r of 

language which now separates the diverse population of 

Assam. I  highly appreciate the zeal and enthusiasm with 

which the demand for declaration o f Assamese as state  

language has been made, more particu larly  by the Assamese 

speaking section o f our population. However, government 

would prefer to wait t i l l  they get the seme demand from 

the non-Assamese speaking population fo r declaration of 

Assamese as the state language. Government fee l that this 

question should be Judged more from the point o f  view of 

appreciation and acceptance than from the point o f view of 
majority or minority. I f  th is issue i s  decided only on 

the basis o f majority or minority, government i s  afraid  

that i t s  object would be defeated*.

But the objective p o lit ic a l situation obtaining 

in  Assam was not conducive to a smooth change over. This 

statement o f  the Chief Minister in  the Assembly set the 

Brahmaputra va lley  a fire . On the other hand, th is state

ment also encouraged the bulk o f the Bengali majority of 

the Cachar d is t r ic t  and some Bengalis o f the Assam valley  

and a section o f the people o f h i l l  d istric ts  to object to 

the adoption o f Assamese as the o f f ic ia l  language o f the 

state even in  p rincip le .
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The o f f i c i a l  language enthusiasts organised meetings

end passed resolu tions and adopted a strident attitude to

those opposed to  th e ir  basic demand. D ifferent organisa-
0

tion s  submitted memoranda to  the C hief-M inister. They 

demanded that the issue o f  o f f i c i a l  language should not be 

mixed up or confused with the r igh ts  and f a c i l i t i e s  in  res

pect o f  l in g u is t ic  m in orities . The safeguards provided for 

in  the con stitu tion  and the recommendation made by the 

States Reorganisation Commission in  th is regard are s u f f i c i 

ent to  a llay  any fear o f  suppression o f  l in g u is t ic  m inorities, 

t r ib a l  o r  otherwise. The l in g u is t ic  m inorities o f  any state 

cannot stand in  the way o f  the main regional language being 

made the o f f i c i a l  language. As a matter o f  fa c t ,  the 

O ff ic ia l  Language Commission have made pointed observations 

in  th is  regard. About the people o f  the tr ib a l  areas o f  

Assam, the commission observed that, ’while the children 

from tr ib a l areas must rece ive  a medium o f  in stru ction  in 

the union language ( i . e .  Hindi) as in  case o f  other children 

o f  the country, obviously i t  i s  necessary in  their own 

in te res t  that they should acquire a knowledge o f  Assamese
T 9

language also’/  However, the particu lar demands o f  the 

m inorities continued. The Bengal Sangram Perished insisted

6 . For example, at the instance o f  some leading public-men 
o f  Assam, a state language Action Committee was formed 
which submitted a memorandum to  the Chief Minister on 
22 .3 .60 .

7 . Report o f  the O ffic ia l Language Commission, New Delhi, 
1957.
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on having ♦Bengali* as the second o f f ic ia l  language o f  the 

state and also as the o f f ic ia l  language fo r Cachar at the 

d is tr ic t  le v e l, because the majority o f Bengali educated 

middle classes meant to gain by this proposition.

Propoganda and counter propoganda over the declaration of 

'Assamese' as state language was carried on in  the press, 

both inside and outside Assam. The extent o f mass supnort 

behind the warring organizations o f the two communities 

cannot be c lea rly  established. But the duration o f the 

sustained mass agitation (mainly led  by middle c la ss ) and 

the r io ts , and the way in  which these were conducted and 

organized leave no one in  doubt about the p o lit ic a l base 

o f the upcoming forces.

The opposition parties o f Assam reacted sharply tc 

the Chief M in ister's statement. Gauri Sanker 3hattacharyye 

the leader o f the Communist Party o f India, pointed out 

that the Chief M inister's statement might provide a conveni

ent weapon to be used against the m inorities. The executive 

o f the Communist Party of India maintained that ' i t  stood by 

any resolution that sou$it to declare Assamese as the 

o f f ic ia l  language in  the state without compulsion to any 

minority in  the h i l ls  and Cachar d is t r ic ts , Assamese snould 

be introduced in  a phased manner. The minority in  the whole
state would have their fu l l  r igh t o f petition , appeal,

8education in  their own mother-tongue*. The P ra ja  'Socialist

8. See, Resolution o f the Assam State Council Communist 
Party, Aug. I960.
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Party in  it s  state convention adopted a resolution demand

ing immediate declaration o f Assamese as the state 

language.^ The loca l newspapers in  Assam rid icu led  the 

Chief M in ister’s statement that the move fo r  the language 

change should come from the lin gu istic  minorities as 

’ extremely odd and thoughtless*.10

At th is  stage, the Assam Pradesh Congress Committee 

revised it s  e a r lie r  decision and passed a resolution on the 

follow ing l in e s :* 11

(1 ) Assamese be declared by law as the o f f ic ia l  language 

o f the state and be adopted fo r such purposes as may 

be decided by the government.

(2 ) Assamese be introduced as the o f f ic ia l  language in  all 
the d is tr ic ts  except the d istric t o f Cachar, the 

autonomous d istric ts  o f Khasi end Jeintia  H ills , Garo 

H ills  and forth Cachar H ills  in  which areas i t  may be 

introduced as and when they are prepared fo r i t .

(3 )  The rights o f the minorities fo r protection and develo 

ment o f their language w il l  be fu lly  safeguarded.

9. See, Resolution o f the P ra ja  Socia list Party, Aug. i960
10. The Assam Tribune, 11 March, 27 March, I960, 

Janambhumi (Assamese) 17 March, I960.

11. Resolutions passed by the Executive Committee o f the 
Congress Committee o f Assam, 24 April, I960.
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(4 )  That in  the process o f  introduction  end extension o f 

Assamese as the o f f i c i a l  language, ju st claims and 

in terests  o f  non-Assamese speaking people in  the 

matter o f  public services and such other matter w ill 

be adequately safeguarded.

(5 )  That government be requested to  take steps according

l y  and to provide as early  as p ossib le  a l l  fa c i l i t i e s  

fo r  learning Assamese and other languages spoken in  

the state with a view to  bringing the people closer 

and to break the language ba rrier.

However, the A.P.C.C. reso lu tion  fa ile d  to

s a t is fy  people o f  both sides and i t  produced sharp reaction

both in  the Brahmaputra v a lle y  and in  Cachar and H ill

d is t r i c t s .  The lo ca l papers in  Assam were highly c r it ic a l

o f  the A.P.C.C. reso lu tion  on state language. An Assamese
12l o c a l  paper, Janambhuml stated i ' i t  was not proper on 

the part o f  the said reso lu tion  to  declare Assamese as 

state language only in  the s ix  d is t r ic ts  o f  the Brahmaputra 

v a lle y . I t  was vague and short sighted*. Though the 

reso lu tion  was adopted, representatives from Cachar were 

reported to  be sid ing with those opposing the introduction  

o f  Assamese as the sole  sta te  language.1  ̂ The Karimganj 

D is tr ic t  Congress Committee was c r i t i c a l  o f  the A.P.C.C.

12. Janambhumi (Assamese), Jorhat, 28 A pril, I960.

13. Hindu, 6 July, I960.
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resolution. The H ill Leaders Conference also vehmenf v 

opposed the resolution.

Language Riots

It  was at th is stage that large  scale violence 

erupted in  certain  parts o f  Assam in  the month o f May,

I960 when the non-Assamese speaking residents o f Shillong 

staged a demonstration at which provocative slogans14 

against the Assamese language and also against the A.P.J.C 

resolution  were shouted. This was followed by a counter 

demonstration of Assamese students in  the Brahmaputra 

V alley , There were student r a llie s  at Dibrugarh and Jorhat 

where over ten thousand students,including girls,condemned 

the Shillong processions1^ and the slogans used there in 

and demanded immediate introduction o f Assamese as the 

state language. The agitation  and counter-agitation hai 

no doubt e le c tr ifie d  the p o lit ic a l atmosphere in  the state. 

While the agitation continued in  the d is tr ic ts  o f Sibseeiar, 

Kamrup, Lakhimpur and other d istric ts  during the May-June 

period, the movement took a violent turn during the second 

week o f June in  Sibsagar d is t r ic t . There were repeated 

incidents o f  stoppage o f tra in s, looting o f shops, damage 

to railway property, etc. The r io t  affected areas o f  

Assam in  I960 are shown on the map in  F ig. 4,1. These 

incidents were mostly confined to the urban areas of

14. One o f the slogan was ‘Assamese i s  a donkey *s language *. 
Refer. The Assam Tribune, 24 April, I960.

15. The Assam Tribune, 26 April, I960.
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Dibrugarh. Jorhat end Golaghat. By le s t  week o f  June, a 

complete breach had been brought about p rin cip a lly  between 

the Assamese and Bengali communities. On 18 June I960, a 

procession  o f  young men paraded the streets  o f  Mariani 

town and shouted anti-Bengali slogans. Sim ilarly at the 

Lumding railway sta tion , one o f  the Bengali-concentrated 

areas, some members o f  Bengali community^ attacked the 

lo c a l  cinema house, which at that time was screening an 

Assamese film . As a consequence o f  these acts o f  v iolence 

some Assamese people were forced  to  leave th e ir  home ano 

became refugees in  th eir own land. As a reaction  to th is  

stray and sporadic demonstrations against the Bengalis be

gan to take place in  various parts o f  Assam. Reports o f  

v io len ce  came from Jorhat where a Bengali sales represen

ta tiv e  along with the employees o f  the Raj end Company were 

assaulted on 10 June. From middle o f  June, violence spread 

a l l  over Sibsagar and Lakhimpur d is t r ic t s .  Thereafter, the 

storm centre sh ifted  to Gauhati and Lower Assam d is t r ic ts  

as co lleg es  and the University reopened.

Following the A.P.C.C. reso lu tion ,th e  government 

o f  Assam examined the le g is la t io n s  o f  d iffe re n t states on 

o f f i c i a l  language and also the recommendations o f  various

16 . Neog, M. (e d . ) ,  Assam Language Question, Jorhat, 1961.
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organisations and had decided to introduce a B i l l  .The Chief 

Minister o f Assam disclosed that the Language B i l l  would be 

*more or le ss  on the lin es  o f  the A.P.C.C. resolution making 

Assamese applicable to Cachar and H ill  d is tr ic ts  as the
1 7o f f ic ia l  language as and when they are prepared fo r i t * .  

However, tile proposed o f f ic ia l  language B i ll  raised a storm 

o f  protest. 3± brought out an open r i f t  inside the A.P. :.C. 

i t s e l f  as a l l  the eighteen A.P.C.C. members from Cachar were 

opposed to i t .  The Cachar Congress leaders disfavoured the 

resolution  at the A.P.C.C. meeting i t s e l f .  Their view, as 

also the view o f other p o lit ic a l parties functioning in  

Cachar, was Bengali should also be declared as the state 

language. Further, to popularise their view as well as to 

build-up an Assam-wide movement the Cachar Congress leaders 

had called a Bengali language conference. On 2 and 3 July,

I960 an a ll  Assam Bengali language conference was held in
IES ilchar, under the presidentship o f Shri Chapala Kanti

Bhattacharyya, am M.P. from West Bengal. They demanded iec-

la ra tion  o f Assam as a b i-lin gu a l state. The Silchar and
IQKarlmganj Bar Associations passed resolutions demanding 

President's ru le  in  Assam alleging  that there was complete

17. The Assam Tribune, 24 June,I960.

18. The As^am Tribune, 6 July, I960; Shillong Observer, 
10 July, I960.

19. The Assam Tribune, 28 June, I960.
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law lessness. They vehemently opposed the introduction  o f  

Assamese as the so le  o f f i c i a l  language in  Assam. The 

e f fe c t s  o f  a l l  th is  began in  a very t e l l in g  manner 

at Gauhati. Some sporadic acts o f  v iolence were committed 

by some members o f  both the communities. On 4 July I960, 

the p o lice  brought the c r i s is  to  a head by resortin g  to 

f i r in g  and k ill in g  one Assamese student and in ju rin g  six 

others inside  the Cotton College hostel at Gauhati. 

V oices o f  indignant protest were raised  throughout the 

country. The press , p o l i t ic a l  p a rtie s , Bar associations 

and other public bodies and eminent individuals condemned 

the v io le n t  outrage and demanded prosecution and punish

ment o f  the gu ilty  persons. The Secretary o f  the Cotton 

College Teacher's A ssociation in  a public statement 

condemned the p o lic e  action  i s  the follow ing manner,'Never 

in  the h istory  o f  Cotton C ollege, not even in  the days o f  

the B ritish  ru le , was such an unholy outrage committed in  

the holy name o f  law and order on the l i f e  and l ib e r ty  o f  

the student community in  Assam' .  Infact,Nehru‘S  himself 

commented on th is  f ir in g  as, ei t  was bad enough fo r  the 

policem an to lo se  h is head and shoot without adequate 

cause.* There were pub lic  p rotests  against the unwarranted

20. Cottonian, (e d it o r ia l ) ,  Gauhati, .July, I960.

21. Ramdhenu (Assamese monthly) 9th issue, 1882 sak.
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f ir in g  end demands were raised for immediate action 
against the S.P. and D.I.G., but no action was taken.
The news o f police  atrocities spread like wild f ir e  and 
precipitated certain untoward incidents in different 
parts o f  the state. Thereafter, the disturbances spread 
to the v illages. The worst affected villageswere 
Goreswar, Bokulgiri, Tengazher, Silkajhar and Mohipara. 
Large scale arson, destruction o f  houses, looting of 
properties took place. The nature o f the crime in  each 
v illage was the same, like  setting fire  to houses, in ci
dental looting etc. There were a few deaths and a number 
o f  assaults resulting in serious in juries. The holocaust 
went on unchecked fo r  three days from 4 July to 7 July, 
I960. The innocent victims o f  these areas were poor 
v illagers o f  both communities who played no role whatso
ever in the language controversy but had suffered a lo t . 
These sufferings were made possible by inadequate measures 
taken by the loca l administration. It appeared that none 
o f  these r io ts  could have achieved such Intensity or 
accomplished so much destruction without careful prior 
planning. The administration undoubtedly failed to prev
ent the disturbances.

There was widespread public demand that the 
incidents o f  4 July,I960 at Gauhati and 4 to 7 July, I960 
at Goreswar should be enquired into by a high court judge. 
Finally the government accepted this demand and appointed l
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Commission with Shri C.P. Singha, Chief Justice  o f  Assam

High Court,to enquire into the p o lic e  f ir in g  incident o f
224 Ju ly . The Commission had th is  to  say in  i t s  Report: 

’ With regard to  the causes o f  the disturbances that toox 

p lace  in  the town o f  Gauhati and suburbs from 27 June 

I960 onwards the language controversy was the main cause 

o f  the disturbances and other causes that led  to  the 

disturbances were d issa tis fa c t io n  o f  the people that 

proper proportion  o f  employment in  the central services 

sp e c ia lly  in  the Oil Refinery has not gone to Assamese., as 

also the part played by both lo ca l and outside press by 

publish ing in correct , inflammatory statements and even 

in co rre ct  news with provocative head l in e s ’ . The 

Commission further pointed out that, ’the measures taken 

by the authorities were quite adequate, but i t  appears 

that they were not pr operly implemented by the o f f ic e r ?  

below the rank o f  the Superintendent o f  P o lice  and that 

i s  why, in sp ite  o f  adequate measures having been taken,the 

s itu a tion  went out o f  c o n tro l* .25 The Commission f in a lly  

suggested th at, ’the state w ill be benefited immensely I f  

a system were introduced by which o f f i c ia l s  on a l l  leve ls  

o f  one state were sent to  other state fo r  stated period, 

say f o r  two years o r  so, on exchange basis , as such a 

system i s  bound to broaden th e ir  mental horizon and infuse

22. Report o f  the Inquiry Commission into the P o lice  F ir
ing incident o f  4 July, I960 at Gauhati, Assam 
Government Press, 1961.

23. Ib id .
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in  them a sense o f oneness throughout the country and i t  

i s  bound to have a healthy repercussion and e ffec t upon 

the general administration and the people at la rge  in  

helping them to think in  terms o f India as a whole in  

juxtaposition to the present trend o f narrow provincial

ism* such o f f ic ia ls  w ill  have naturally to learn  the 

languages o f  other states and that by i t s e l f  is  not a
pL

meagre gain from the national point o f view. *

The government appointed another commission of

enquiry on 9 November I960, under justice Gopal Mehrotra

o f the Assam High Court,to enquire into the incidents of

r io t in g  and arson which took place from 4 to 7 July 196c

in  the Goreswar area. The Nikhil Assam Bangs Bhasa 
25Samiti had submitted a memorandum before the Commission. 

They pleaded fo r  a permanent solution to check recurrence 

o f  sim ilar violence against Bengalis in  Assam.

26The Commission was o f the view that, ’the d is

turbances were not the direct re su lt  o f the f ir in g  at 

Gauhati. Deep rooted and long-standing mutual d is lik e  for 

both the communities created the atmosphere in  which the

24. ib id .

25. The Nikhil Assam Banga Bhasi Samiti was formed at a 
convention o f the Bengali speaking people o f Assam at 
Hojai on Nov.4, I960.

26 . Report o f  the Commission o f Inquiry into the Goreswar 
Disturbances, Assam Government Press, 1961 .



www.manaraa.com

151

language controversy gained momentum resulting in  the 
holocaust.’ Most o f  the affected villages were within the 
Rangiya c ir c le  which comprised o f  three thanas -Rangiya, 
Tamulpur and Kamalpur. The Commission held the view that 
’ the disturbances at Goreswar were premeditated and pre
planned and not sudden. The operations were carried on in 
a systematic manner end there were some people behind the 
whole disturbances, who had a clear idea o f  the pattern
and the method to be adopted and who had managed to get

27buses, trucks, jeeps and even fire  arms’ . Further, the 
report said ’the intelligence department which normally is 
o f  great assistance in  determining the extent and nature o f 
the preventive measures was utterly in efficien t in  this 
state during that period. The measures taken to suppress 
the disturbances in  this area were inadequate. The in te l l i 
gence department was not vigilant and supplied no informa
tion  to the loca l authorities. Even the authorities at 
Gauhati did not act promptly as they could have done under

pQthe circumstances’ . It was, however, contended that the 
responsibility for the disturbances indirectly rested on the 
leaders o f the various p o litica l parties. They made ho 
active efforts to resist the fissiparous tendencies which 
were evident and their activ ities further encouraged the 
anti-social elements to take the law into their own hands.

27. Ibid.
28. Ibid.
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Both reports, however, commented very l i t t l e  on politica l
O Qparties end individuals which were widely believed to 

have been involved in these happenings.

A number o f  other reasons were also advanced for 
the unpreparedness o f  the state government to meet the 
situation. The principal reasons were the illn ess o f trie 

Chief Minister Chaliha, the absence o f Home Minister Mr.-'. 
Ahmed from the state during the crucial period who could 
have taken over command in Mr. Chaliha’ s absence end the 
inadequate law end order machinery. Thus in  the ensuing 
disturbances ten thousand families lo s t  their homes and 
34 persons their liv e s , thereby postponing implementa
tion  of O fficia l Language Act. for some more time. Th? 
Chauvinist elements in  conjunction with the press o f Assam 
and Calcutta availed themselves o f  the opportunity of 
misleading large section o f  the people o f  Assam into t 

riotous situation.

At this stage, a parliamentary delegation led by 
A jit  Prasad Jain visited  Assam to assess the situation. The 

delegation was not constituted in  accordance with any 
resolution o f parliament. However, members o f a ll po litica l 
parties welcomed this in itia tive  at restoring peace. The

29. Statesman (ed itoria l), Aug 2, 1961.
30. Ghurye, G.S., Social Tension in  India, 1968
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parliamentary delegation fe lt  that, 'the language is su e  

was the immediate cause while the deeper causes were 
the mutual distrust and dislike between the Assamese and 

the Bengali speaking communities generated during the 
British ru le '.^ " Commenting on the role o f the press 
the delegation said, 'we regret to say that both Aŝ am 
and Calcutta presses have fa iled  to maintain a reasona
ble standard o f  impartiality and accuracy. We are fu l ly  

aware o f  the importance o f the freedom o f expression but 
when the misuse o f that freedom by some persons lead to 

the supersession o f  fundamental rights and endangers the 

l i f e  and property o f  a large section o f people, we think 
there is  ju stifica tion  for applying checks on that free- 
dom*. The delegation, however, could not provide a 
formula which would have a reasonable chance o f being 
accepted by various lingu istic communities in  Assam. It  

also fa iled  to o ffer  a thorough judicial inquiry into the 

whole tragic episode.

The language question o f  Assam was discussed at 
length in  the Lok Sabhe^ session o f  September I960. 
However, i t  did not provide any clear enunciation o f 
Governmefatal p o lic ie s . Opposition parties spoke indig
nantly o f the centre's refusal to act in Assam. The Assam

31. Hindustan Times, September 18, I960.
32. ib id .
33. Lok Sabha Debates, September I960.
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government had in  the meanwhile proceeded with the O ffic ia l 

Language B ill  In the form as blessed by the la te  Home 

M inister, Gobinda Ballabh Pant. I t  suggested that,

•Assamese and English, to be replaced by Hindi, should be 

used fo r  d is t r ic t  administration in  the Brahmaputra va lley , 

and Bengali fo r  Cachar and leave the option  fo r  selecting  

whatever the respective  d is t r ic t  and regional councils 

choose f o r  d is t r ic t  adm inistration in  th e ir  respective  d is 

t r i c t s  and there would be continuation o f  English in  the 

secre ta r ia t and in  the heads o f  departm ent.^

This d ecis ion  o f  the Assam Assembly and Assam Pradesh 
Congress Committee to  turn Assam at le a st  at the administra

t iv e  le v e l ,  in to  a v ir tu a lly  b ilingual state had come as a 
great disappointment to most sections o f  public opinion in  

Assam. Protests against the b ilin gua l formula were voiced 

by various organisations end p o l i t ic a l  parties  including

some o f  the d is t r ic t  Congress Committees. Mr. Hareswar 
35Goswami, P .S .P . leader said , ’This B ill disappointed and 

dismayed the people o f  Assam, tfe have not been eMLe to 
accept the lo g ic  o f  a b ilingual state in  Assam. I f  i t  is  

not acceptable to a large section  o f  the h i l l  people, i f  i t  

i s  not acceptable to  the Cachar people then fo r  whom we are

3.4. Assam Assembly Debates, 10 October, I960. 

35. ib id .
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bringing th is  B i l l .  At the moment, I want, and i t  i s  the

v o ice  o f  the people o f  Assam that as the p eop le 's  language

Assamese should be made state language and English should

continue as provided in  a r t ic le  345 o f  our C on stitu tion '.

The Communist Party leader Gauri Sankar Bhattacharyya^

suggested that Assamese being the language spoken by the

m ajority  o f  the people in  the sta te , should be made o f f i c ia l

language in  a ll spheres at the sta te  le v e l as well as in

a l l  le v e ls  in  the d is t r ic t  except the d is t r ic t  o f  Cachar,

United Khasi and Ja in tia  H ills , Garo h i l ls ,  Mizo h i l ls  and

North Cachar h i l l s  with proper and adequate safeguard

provided to a l l  l in g u is t ic  m in orities . Smt. Jytsna Chanda 
37 , Congress representative from Cachar, f e l t  that the 

formula given by Pandit Pant was not adhered to  and the 

recog n ition  he wanted to give to Bengali language along with 

the Assamese had not been respected . Thus, there was 

d iffe re n ce  o f  views within the Congress i t s e l f .  The Assam 

Sahitya Sabha expressed apprehension that ' i f  the B ill gets 

through in  the assembly i t  w ill  pave the way fo r  general 

ex tin ction  o f  the Assamese language in  a few years.

Thus in  a tense atmosphere, the motion fo r  Assam 

o f f i c i a l  language B il l  was introduced in  the assembly by 

the Chief M inister, Shri Chaliha. Even in  i t s  fin a l shape

3b. ib id .
37. ib id .
38. The Assam Tribune, 11 October, I960.
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th is  p iece  o f  le g is la t io n  was a compromise and i t  fa iled  to

s a t is fy  the wishes o f  d iffe re n t sections o f  people in  the

state. Amidst pulls and pressures the Assam official
Language B i l l ^  was passed in  the assembly. The Act

provided that * Assamese shall be used fo r  a ll  or any o f  the

official purposes of the state of Assam'. Further the Act

provided that the English language, so long as the use

th ereo f i s  perm issible end th ereafter Hindi in  place o f

English,shall also be used for such official purposes o f

the secreta ria t and the o f f ic e s  o f  the heads o f  the depart-
40ments o f  the sta te  government. I t  i s  a fa c t  that the

Bengali speaking people o f  Cachar were not recon ciled  to

th is  change. Ranendra Mohan Das, on behalf o f  the Congress
41members from Cachar thus commented , 'you may pass the

language B ill  today by a m ajority but do not think fo r  a

moment that the problem i s  solved by i t .  For heaven's sake

d on 't  do anything which would embitter our fe e lin g  more and

make d isin tegration  o f  the state a settled  fa c t* . The

Bengali speaking population o f  Cachar did not fe e l  content

with the safeguards given to them by the Assam language Act
421940. Nikhil Assam Banga Bhasa Samity had submitted t

39. For further d e ta ils  see Appendix No.2 , The Assam 
O ff ic ia l  Language Act, i 960.

40. ib id .
41. Assam Assembly Debates, 24 October, I960.
42. Refer, A Case fo r  Bengalis in  Assam,published by Nikhil 

Assam Banga Bhasa Samity, H ojai, April I96 0.
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memorandum to the President o f  India . Their main demand was 

that Bengali language should also be recognized throughout 

the sta te  o f  Assam fo r  e l l  o f f i c i a l  purposes including the 

fo llow in g  s p e c if ic  ones, ( i )  Preparation o f  a l l  o f f i c i a l  

B i l ls  and other le g is la t iv e  matters dealt with by the Assam 

le g is la t iv e  assembly, ( i i )  Preparation o f  a ll  o f f i c ia l  

documents o f  the government o f  Assam and o f f ic e s  subordinate 

th ereto , ( i i i )  Correspondence between the government o f  

Assam and the people o f  the state o f  Assam on the one hand 

and between various departments o f  the government o f  Assam 

on the other, ( iv )  For a ll  business carried  on in  courts o f  

law including and up to the le v e l o f  the high court o f  ju d i

cature in  Assam, (v ) For a ll  educational purposes including 

the teaching in  the University o f  Gauheti and a ll  educational 

in s t itu t io n  subordinate th ereto , and (v i )  For any other 

matter that may appear relevant to  the President.

The movement in  Cachar fo r  recogn ition  o f  Bengali 

as sta te  language o f  Assam had started with the in it ia t iv e  

o f  the Sangrem Pari shad. It  was mainly a middle c la ss  orga

n iza tion  which had the support base from the town people,but 

the refugees were also drawn in to  i t .  Therefore, the 

Perished made Karimganj with i t s  highest concentration o f  

East Pakistan refugees and i t s  predominating Hindu Bengali 

speaking population the main seat o f  a c t iv ity  and demonstra

ted  ta c t ic a l  s k i l l  by making a Muslim, Abdul Rahman 

Chaudhary, i t s  P resident. The Sangram Perished had organized
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meetings, passed resolutions with a view to en listing mass 

support fo r  the fulfilm ent o f  their demands. The Cachar 

Congress men played an important ro le  in  organizing a 

convention which la te r  on decided to take m ilitant steps 

against the Assam o f f ic ia l  Language Act, I960 by forming a 

Cachar Z ila  Gana Sangram Perished. To make the situation  

more awkward, Congress-men including leg is la to rs  and mem

bers of the Assam Provincial Congress Committee o f  the 

d is t r ic t  played the rebel ro le  by join ing th is  movement 

insp ite  o f warnings from the Congress President and formed 

Bhasa Andolan Samiti. Thus, a very unnatural situation wa? 

created. On 19 May 1961, Cachar Sangram Parishad ca lled  

fo r  a complete strike and organized picketing o f a l l  o f f ic e r  

and transport system. On that day at Silchar 8 persons 

were k illed  and 21 wounded in  police f ir in g  against the

•Satyagrahis ’ o f  the movement| army was called out and
44

about 1000 persons were arrested. Six Congress M.L.A. 's

from Cachar d is t r ic t  had resigned as a protest against the

f i r in g  and complete d istrict-w ide hartal was observed on

29 May, the day on which the ashes o f the eleven persons

k ille d  in  the police fir in g  on 19 May at Silchar were to
45be carried in  a procession. Peritosh Pal Chaudhary, the

43. The demands o f the Parishad were (a )  Recognition o f 
Bengali as an additional state language o f Assam,
(b )  Separation o f Cachar from Assam .

44. Times o f India, 20 May, 1961.

45. ib id .
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Chief arch itect o f  the Sangrem Perished, led  the precession

end also ca teg or ica lly  stated that *the movement would be

resumed end carried  on until the Bengali language was recog-
hfa

nised at the sta te  le v e l .

At th is  stage, in  order to bring about a reconci

l ia t i o n  between the contending p a rties , mediation through a 

member o f  the Congress high command was suggested. The 

Congress leadership proposed a formula which was popularly 

known as ’Shastri formula*.

The Shastri Formula

The o b je c tiv e  behind th is  formula was to find  out

a so lu tion  to  the language tangle in  Assam v is -& -v is  the

Assam o f f i c i a l  language Act o f  I960 and the Sangram Perished

movement in  Cachar. I t  was a fter  a prelonged d iscussion

with the Assam government, the Assam Pradesh Congress and a

se ctio n  o f  the Cachar people, that the Union Home M inister,

Lai Bahadur Shastri, unfolded h is formula, but none o f  the

organizations in  the Brahmaputra va lley  including Assam

Sahitya Sabha was consulted by Mr. Shastri in  the process o f
47h is  e f fo r t s  to  solve the Cachar problem. The main points 

o f  the formula were -

(1 )  The Assam o f f i c i a l  language Act o f  I960 may be amended 

to  do away with the provision  re la tin g  to Mahkuma ParishtJs,

46, Times o f  India, 30 May, 1961.
47. Kakotl, S .C ., The Shastri formula and the Roy R ecipe’ 

in  Neog, M .(ed .) Assam*s Language Question, Jorh at,l96 l.
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(2 ) Communication between the state headquarter and Cachar

and autonomous h i l l  d istric ts  would continue in  English

un til replaced by Hindi, (3 ) At the state le v e l, English

w i l l  continue to be used along with Assamese, (4 ) The

lin gu is t ic  m inorities in  the state w ill  be accorded the

safeguards contained in  the government o f In d ia ’s memorandum

dated September 19» 1956, (5 ) Notification  may be issued

that under the provisions o f  a rt ic le  348 o f the Constitution

a l l  Acts, B i l ls ,  Ordinances, Regulations and Orders etc.will

continue to be published in  the o f f ic ia l  Gazette in  SngH«'

even where these are published in  Assamese under the second
48provision  to section 3 o f the o f f ic ia l  language Act.

Any solution suggested from any quarter must have 

the w illin g  support and consent o f  a l l  parties and organiza

tions involved in  the tangle i f  i t  i s  to succeed. But this  

aspect did not receive due consideration from the Union Home 

Minister and the state governmeht. The attempt by Shastri to 

fin d  a la stin g  solution to the language impasse was consider

ed by many as a partisan approach to bolster the image of the

ru lin g  party and to serve it s  interests rather then serving
49the nations! cause. Commenting on a sim ilar vein, th^

Times o f India in  i t s  editorial"*0 observed, ’the kind ox 

issue which has created an explosive situation in  Assam is by

48. Assam Tribune, 7 June, 1961

49. Shillong Observer, 15 June, 1961

50. Times o f India, 29 May, 1961.
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no means peculiar to that state . There are lin gu istic  

minorities in  almost a l l  the states and the problems affec

ting  them consequently demand a national solution, what is  

required i s  a formula acceptable to a l l  or at lea st  most of 

the p o lit ic a l p a rtie s . '

However, the Sangram Parishad was not satis fied

with the Shastri formula. The action committee o f the

Parisbad in  a meeting at Karimganj on 9 June 1961 commented

that Shastri *s formula bypasses the main issue (recognition

o f Bengali) and as such i t  was wholly unacceptable. The
Karimganj sub-divisional Congress Bhasa Andolan Committee

also rejected the proposal. The Silchar Bhasa Andolan

Samiti described the formula as ’fa r  short o f  our legitim ate

demand fo r  recognition o f Bengali as an o f f ic ia l  language of 
51Assam* The three d is t r ic t  Congress committees o f Cachar

unanimously rejected the Shastri formula. Paritosh Pal

Chaudhary, leader o f the Cachar z i la  Sangram Parlshad,saids

*the movement launched by Parishad fo r recognition o f

Bengali as state language would continue t i l l  the goal is  
52achieved*. To make matters worse, p o lit ic a l leaders lik e  

Jaya Prakash Narayan had blessed the extreme movement which, 
i f  successful could have given Bengali the status o f  an 

o f f ic ia l  language almost at par with Hindi.

51. The Assam Tribune, 10 June, 1961.

52. The Assam Tribune, 12 June, 1961.
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The language movement in  Cachar was admittedly the 

outcome o f an unrealistic  demand pitched too high by the 

Sangram Parishad, namely, amendment o f  the Assam Language 

Act o f  I960 and recognition o f Bengali as another state 

language o f  Assam. Indeed, the principal source of 

lin gu is t ic  tension in  Assam i s  the overemphasis o f  minor- 

i t y  righ ts almost to the extent o f  pushing out majority 

r ig h ts . Even Pandit Nehru once commented, when he was 

asked i f  the centre would not inspire confidence in  

m inorities by taking over the administration, that ’there 

i s  such a thing as a constitution giving certain democra

t ic  righ ts to the majority as w ell as to the m inority'. 

Hadd the Cachar Bengalis been bothered only about le g i t i 

mate minority righ ts , they would have accepted the gener

ous Shastri formula which had given everything that the 

Bengali minorities required fo r  th e ir cultural,educational 

and administrative f a c i l i t ie s .

In the mean time, a new situation had arisen in

Cachar i t s e l f .  To counter the m ilitant activ itie s  o f the

Sangram Parishad, non-Bengalis in  Cachar, which included

the Muslims, the Manipuris end the indigenous Cacharis,

formed another organisation known as Shanti Parishad. a

number o f minor clashes occurred between the two groups.In
a memorandum to the Home Minister, the shanti Parishad

53 . The Assam Tribune, 30 June, 1961.
54. The Assam Tribune, 6 June, 1961.
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emphasized that Assamese should be the only o f f i c i a l  language

in  Assam. Counter demonstrations, meetings were organized in

d iffe r e n t  places o f  Cachar d is t r ic t  by Shantl Parishad

lea d ers . The counter movement in  Cachar had f in a lly  resulted

in  an unfortunate in cid en t'- ' on 19 June 1961, when p o lice

opened f i r e  at Hailakandi k il l in g  f iv e  persons and in juring

fou rteen . Army was brought in  to  control the s itu ation . Toe

d isorder and fears o f  further trouble were so great that the

Cachar d is t r ic t  continued to be treated as a disturbed area
56t i l l  at le a s t  21 September 1961. I t  was on 24 September 

1961 that the Assam Cabinet approved o f  the draft B ill to 

amend the Assam o f f i c i a l  language Act in  accordance with the 

Shastrl formula. The Assam government had decided to  sponsor 

an amendment to  the Act deletin g  the provision  concerning 

Mohkuraa Parishad in  section  5 o f  the o f f i c ia l  language Act. 

The Assam Sahitya Sabha was, however, not happy with th is 

amendment. In a memorandum to the Union Home Minister i t  

commented, 'the Assamese people strongly resent that th eir 

leg itim ate  demand fo r  recogn ition  o f  Assamese as the only 

o f f i c i a l  language o f  the state which has been p a r tia lly  fu l 

f i l l e d  in  the Assam o f f i c i a l  language Act I960, as i t  stands,

w il l  be further adversely a ffected  i f  the Act i s  amendec so
57

as to  do away with the provision  regarding Mahkuma Parishad*

55. The Assam Tribune, June 21, 196lj Shillong Observer, 
22 June, 1961.

56. The Times o f  India, August 5, 1961.
57. Refer, Assam Sahitya Sabha's memorandum to the Union 

Home Minister on Assam Language Question (included in 
Appendix-3).
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Hareswar Goswami expressed the view that *by amending th is  

se c tio n  re la tin g  to  Cachar we have gone against the 

C on stitu tion ’ . Gauri Sankar Bhattacharyya, however, 

appreciated the B ill  and he thought that ’the Assamese 

language w ill  grow to the fu l l  stature as the rea l o f f i c ia l  

language o f  the sta te* . The Sangram Parish ad end the 

people o f  Cachar, however, follow ed certa in  agitational 

methods on the l in e  o f  making Bengali as an alternative 

o f f i c i a l  language fo r  the whole state o f  Assam. But the 

le g is la tu re  accepted the recommendation o f  Shastri and the 

assembly passed the amendment to  the Language B ill  on 7 
October, 1961.

However, a section  o f  the h i l l  people and some o f 

the Bengali speaking people o f  Cachar ware not reconciled  

to  th is  change. The language issu e  came to  be seized upon 
f o r  the h i l l  sta te  movement,although the movement fo r  a 

separate h i l l  state arose as an independent issu e  and was 

there even when the language controversy hardly came to the 

fo r e .  The Eastern India Tribal Union was formed exclusively  

fo r  furthering th is  cause. I t  was the main issue on which 

e le ct ion s  were fought in  the h i l l  areas. In view o f  these 

fa c ts  i t  i s  obvious that the language b i l l  could not be held 

s o le ly  responsible f o r  the separatist movement o f  the h il l  

lea d ers . The very stand taken by these leaders on the 

language issue c lea r ly  shows that ’they do not want any com

prom ise. They have only exploited  the issue to further
58th e ir  demand fo r  separation*.

58. Chaube, S .K ., H ill P o l it ic s  in  North-East India,Calcutta, 
1973 .
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CHAPTER V

CAUSES OF LANGUAGE CONFLICTS IN ASSAM

The o f f i c i a l  language movement i n  Ass an may be 

in t e r p r e t e d  as a byprod u ct o f  th e  r e o r g a n is a t io n  o f  s ta te r  

on  l i n g u i s t i o  b a s i s .  The p r o c e s s  gave r i s e  to  some new 

c o n f l i c t s  and te n s io n s  e s p e c ia l ly  r e l a t i n g  t o  th e  r ig h t s  

o f  t h e  l i n g u i s t i c  m in o r i t ie s .  The lan gu age movement o f  

I9 6 0  showed th a t  m in o r i t ie s ,  no m a tter  how la r g e  in  number, 

s to o d  a g a in s t  th e  m a jo r ity  r ig h t  o f  t h e  Assamese p e o p le .  

T h is  i s  a k ind  o f  s i t u a t i o n  th a t  r e a c t i o n a r ie s ,  b o th  in t e r 

n a l and e x t e r n a l ,  ta k e  advantage o f  t o  d e fe a t  th e  s o c io  

-e c o n o m ic  p r o g r e s s  o f  t h e  s t a t e .  I t  i s  o f  c o u r s e  t r u e  that 
r e g io n a l  and l i n g u i s t i c  chauvin ism  d id  have t h e i r  sh are  in  

t h i s  movement. These f o r c e s  c o u ld  p la y  t h e i r  r o l e  because 

th e  d e m o cra tic  r ig h t s  o f  n a t i o n a l i t i e s ,  bo th  m ajor and mino 

have n o t  been  f ir m ly  e s t a b lis h e d  in  t h e  p o l i t y .  T h is  

ch a p te r  w ould make an attem pt t o  e x p lo r e  th e  ca u se s  w hicn 

l e d  t o  w id esp read  r i o t s  betw een Assamese and B en ga li 

com m unities in  Assam o v e r  th e  o f f i c i a l  lan gu age i s s u e .

M in o r ity  S iz e  and R ate o f  In cre a se

The s i z e  and r a t e  o f  in c r e a s e  o f  m in o r ity  i s  an 

im p orta n t f a c t o r  i n  th e  e th n ic  c o n f l i c t s  i n  Assam. The
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distribution  pattern o f Assamese and Bengali in  re lation  to 

the tota l population o f the state i s  shown with the help o f  

Lorenz Curves fo r  the yearsl96l and 1971 in  figures 5.1 and 

5.2 respectively. In both these figures the Assamese 

population i s  found to be more uniformly distributed than 

the Bengali population. This state i s  a typical area fo r  

studying the relationship between the loca l population and 

the migrants due to h isto rica l reasons as discussed e a r l ie r .  

The h i# i rate o f  population growth in  Assam i s  not due to  

high b irth  rate or low death rate . Rather, i t  is  due to  

la rge  scale immigration, since the beginning o f British  ru le , 

from outside the country, mainly from the East Pakistan (now 

Bangladesh) and from the other states o f  India, P.C.Goswami1 2 

traces the o rig in  o f these human waves to three main centres, 

v iz . ,  ( i )  from Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Orissa and Madras as 

labourers fo r  the tea gardens, ( i i )  from Eastern Bengal as 

se ttle rs  on agricultural land and ( i i i )  from Nepal as liv e s 

tock farmers. Added to th is, there has been a steady in flow  

o f East Bengal Hindu refugees since Independence. Apart from 

these, a large  number o f  persons from other states also earn 

th e ir live lihood  in  Assam as traders, labourers and salary
p

earners. Zachariah’s study confirms that there was in flu x

1. Goswami, P .C ., The Economic Development o f  Assam,Second 
edition, New Delhi, 1988, p. 23.

2. Zachariah, K.C., A H istorical Study o f Internal Migration 
in  the Indian Subcontinent, Bombay, 1964, p. 203.
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o f  p e o p le  from  o th e r  p a r t s  o f  I n d i a  and th e  o u tm ig ra t io n  was 

q u it e  i n s i g n i f i c a n t .  T hus, th e  s t a t e  o f  Assam has re c o rd e d  

t h e  h ig h e s t  r a t e  o f  p o p u la t io n  g row th  i n  I n d ie  d u r in g  p r^  

and p o s t  in d ep en d en ce  p e r i o d s .  The g row th  r a t e  o f  p o p u la t io n  

i n  Assam i s  much h ig h e r  com pered t o  th e  a l l  I n d ia  a v e ra g e  as 

e v id e n t  from  Table5 ‘l  b e lo w .

T a b le 5 l  i R a te s  o f  P o p u la t io n  G row th  ( i n  p e r c e n ta g e )

S t a t e s 1941-51 1951-61 1901-71

Assam 19.28 34.45 34 . 54+

A ndhra  P ra d e sh 14.02 15.65 20.90

B ih a r 10.27 19.78 a  .31
O r is s a 6.38 19.82 25.05

W est B e n g a l 13.22 32.79 26 .89

K e r a la 22.82 24.76 26.29

M adras 14.66 11.85 22.30

A l l  I n d i a 13.31 a . 50 24 . PC

+ in c lu d in g  M eghalaya .

S o u rc e  * C ensus o f  I n d i a ,  1971, V o l . I I I ,  Assam P a r t .

T he  r e a s o n s  f o r  th e  g a l lo p in g  r a t e  o f  g row th  a f t e r

1941 i s  o b v io u s  -  th e  p a r t i t i o n  o f  I n d i a  i n  1947 and th e

r e s u l t a n t  i n f l u x  o f  r e fu g e e s  i n  h o rd e s  from  tim e t o  t im e .

Even a f t e r  lo n g  y e a r s  o f  in d e p e n d e n c e ,th e  i n f l u x  o f  r e f u g e e s

h as n o t  s to p p e d . The p a t t e r n  o f  im m ig ra t io n  t o  Assam from  th e  

d i f f e r e n t  so u rce  r e g io n s  i s  e v id e n t  from  th e  map i n  P i g . 5 .3 .
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The fa ilu re  to  put an e f fe c t iv e  control over the 

in flu x  from Bast Bengal (subsequently Bangladesh) has 

added a new dimension to Assam's demographic balance. 

This problem was o f f i c i a l l y  recognised by the central 

government way back in  1950 when parliament passed the 

Immigrants (Expulsion from Assam) Act o f  1950.^ The prea- 

amble to  the Act recorded the threat posed by immigrants 

in  these words, 'during the la s t  few months, a serious 

s itu a tion  had arisen from the immigration o f  a very lar^e 

number o f  Bast Bengal residents into Assam. Such a lar^e 

sca le  m igration disturbs economy o f  the province besides 

g iving r is e  to  a serious lew and order problem. The B ill 

seeks to  confer necessary powers on the central government 

to  deal with the s itu ation * . However, the Act remained, 

fo r  a l l  p ra ctica l purposes, a dead le t t e r  and subsequently 

went in to  disuse by 1957. But immigration continued 

unabated. Speaking about the impact o f  refugee in flu x  on 

the sta te , Goswemi observes, 'a  new stream o f  immigration 

recen tly  flowing into Assam has been the Hindu refugees 

from East Bengal. These people are averse to  become c u l t i 

vators o r  manual labourers and as a re su lt  th e ir  in flow  ha- 

created a serious Imbalance in  the economy, more particu 

la r ly  in  urban areas. Because o f  the absence o f  other 

opportunities fo r  employment, excepting agriculture which 

has already been overstrained, increasing pressure on the

3 . Assam Gazette , Part V, 13 March, 1950.

4 . Goswemi, P .C ., n o .l .
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land can easily  be foreseen with the increase o f  population in 
the state* Unless measures are taken to create more employ

ment op ortunities fo r  the people o f Assam, a serious c r is is  

in  the economy o f  the state i s  bound to occur*.

i'ne unchecked immigration into A ssn  produced fa r -

reaching socio-cultural consequences* The Bengali Hindu immi

grants, unlike the Bast Bengali Muslims, tea garden labourers

and other groups,ere educationally advanced and culturall y

conscious and they constitute a sizable population in  each

d is t r ic t  o f  A ssn * TsbleS'2 showing d istribution  o f Bengali
indicates

Hindu migrants in  A ssn  in  1971»/that the Nowgong d is tr ic t  had 

the highest share o f Bengali Hindu immigrants in  the state . It

Table5‘2 s D istribution o f Bengali Hindu Immigrants, Assam 1971.

D istricts Approx. Nos* As percentage o f  
to ta l in  the state—fT3----- ----- rsi------ (3 )

Goelpara 230,000 17.5
Kamrup 240,000 18.2
Darrang 145,000 10.7
Nowgong 250,000 19.1
Slbsagar 40,000 4.6
Lakhimpur 20,000 1.5
Dlbrugarh 140,000 10.6
Kerb! Anglong 20,000 1.5
North Cachar H ills 5,000 0.4
Cachar 200,000 15.2
A ssn 1,310,000 100.0

Source t Bhuyah, M.C., Immigrant Population o f A ssn  t ;-n 
Analytico Synthetic Study with a Special Treatment 
o f  Darrang D istr ic t , Unpublished Ph.D. Thesis, 
Gauhati University, 1977.

i s  followed by Kamrup, Goelpara and Catcher* The d is tr ic t  of 

Cachar i s  a predominantly Bengali speaking d is tr ic t  and the
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p op u la tion  o f  th is  d i s t r ic t  comprises mostly o f  the e a r l i e r  

immigrants from Sy lhet, a d i s t r ic t  o f  undivided Assam. They 

are  now trea ted  as ind igenous. I t  i s  on ly  the re fugees  

from East-Bengal who are tre a ted  as immigrants and th ey  

c o n st itu te  about 200,000 in  1971. In  the remaining 

d is t r i c t s ,  the share o f  B enga li Hindu immigrants i s  cons

p icuou sly  sm all ( l e s s  than 5 per c e n t ).  The d is t r ib u t io n s  

o f  B enga li Hindu and Benga li Muslims popu lation  in  the 

sta te  in  1971 are shown in  F igures 5*4 and 5.5 r e s p e c t i v e ly .

The g rea te r p ropo rtion  o f  Benga li Hindu immigrants 

are  concentrated in  urban centres l ik e  Dhubri, Goalpara, 

G auhati, Tezpur, Nowgong, Jorhet, D ibrugarh, Kokrejhar,

SorJjhog, Tangla, Rangia, Kharupetia, Lanka, Dhing, D lgbo i, 

Doomdoome, T insuk ia , M arian i, Lumding, H o ja i, Rangepara,
5

M aligaon , Pandu and Bongaigaon. Most o f  the Bengali Hindu 

immigrants in  Assam are e s s e n t ia lly  n o n -a g r ic u ltu r is t , and 

be long  to  th ree occupational groups. The f i r s t  group 

comprises the p ro fe ss io n a l e l i t e  l ik e  docto rs , law yers , 

a rc h ite c ts , engineers, chartered  accountants, J ou rn a lis ts , 

and te ac h e rs . The second group in c ludes the o f f ic d -a s s is t a n t s ,  

su p e rv iso rs , operators e tc . The th ird  group con sists  o f  s e l f  

-employed a rt isan s  and se m i-sk ille d  persons such as t a i l o r s ,  

carpen ters , goldsm iths, p h o to -a r t is t s ,  s ig n -p a in te rs , shop

keepers, e tc . The p e r s is te n t ly  dominant p o s it io n  o f  the 

B en ga lis  in  the middle c la s s  occupations i s  thus ind icated

5 . R e fe r Map on next page
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by th e ir  concentration in  urban areas sp ecia lly  in  th<> 

Brahmaputra v a lley  towns. The r is e  o f  an Assamese 

middle c la ss  in  the 20th century to the p os ition  that va- 

previously  the monopoly o f  the Bengalis did not stop the 

Bengali Hindu in flu x  in to  the State. I t  i s  commonly 

believed  that the north-Indian se tt le rs  as well as the 

Muslim Bengali migrants have generally assim ilated ther- 

selves ih to  the Assamese population} however, the Hindu 

Bengali petty  bourgeosie with i t s  own brand o f  chauvinism 

resents the marginally dominant p os it ion  o f  the Assamese 

language* The Bengali Hindu immigrants developed a strong 

in s t in c t  o f  consciousness about th e ir  l in g u is t ic  and ethnin 

id e n tity . The Assamese middle c la ss , th erefore , on 

acquiring e ffe c t iv e  p o l i t ic a l  control attempted to  use 

p o l i t i c a l  instruments fo r  equalizing the position  o f 

Assamese and they demanded immediate declaration  o f  Assame-' 

as state language o f  Assam and also f o r  informal preference 

f o r  Assamese in  employment. Thus the indigenous Assamese 

fea r  o f  l in g u is t ic  and economic domination by the Bengali 

Hindus led  to the growth o f  an additive Assamese national is  

centering around the state language issu e .

Unabated East Bengal Muslim immigration into 

Assam had also i t s  e f fe c ts  on the p o l i t i c s  and economy of 

the reg ion . The East Bengal Muslim immigrants are mostly 

confined in  the d is t r ic ts  o f  Goaipara, Kamrup, Nowgong, 

Darrang and Lakhimpur as shown in  table 5*3.
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Table  5*3' East Bengal Muslim Immigrant Popu lation , Assam, 1973

D i s t r ic t Popu lation As percentage to 
to ta l  in  th® sta te

(1 ) (2 ) (3 )

G oalpara 750,000 34.0

Kamrup 550,000 25.0

Nowgong 600,000 27.5

Darrang 250,000 11.5

Lakhimpur 30,000 1.5

2,180.000 100.0

Source : Bhuyan, M.C. ( c f .  p . 1 4 9 ). •

As per data  in  Table5.3, G oalpara  d is t r ic t  has the  

l a r g e s t  share o f  East Bengal Muslim immigrants in  the s ta te .  

I t  i s  fo llow ed  by Nowgong and Kamrup. The impact o f  East 

Bengal Muslim im m igration on the popu lation  structu re  o f  tho 

Brahmaputra v a lle y  i s  ev iden t. The demographic consequence 

i s  a l l  the more rem arkable in  as much as the immigration is 

re sp o n s ib le  f o r  c on tribu tin g  a popu lation  o f  about 2.2  

m illio n  to  the s t a t e 's  t o t a l  o f  14.6 m ill io n  (1971 ).

The immigration o f  East Bengal Muslims had a lso  another 

so c ia l consequence. For fe a r  o f  lo s in g  th e ir  land  or getting 

re p a t r ia t e d , the Benga li Muslim immigrants s a c r i f ie d  their 

l in g u i s t ic  id e n t ity  and accepted Assamese language. In  the
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process, they secured economic benefits. Though o rig in a lly  

they were Bengali speakers, they are desirous of identify 

ing themselves with the Assamese lin gu istic  community. This 

i s  evident fi*om the census returns o f 1951. This marked 

Increase in  Assamese population is  due to the opting of 

Assamese as the mother-tongue by most o f the immigrant Mus

lims o f that period.

The Bengali Muslims also provided p o lit ic a l support In 

times o f elections. Local po litic ians found these immigrants 

ideal means fo r  their e lectora l! ba tt le s . In fact, the 

immigrant vote was one o f the main props o f the long Congress 

ru le  in  Assam. To Quote Weiner,6 'a fte r  1947 the Bengali 

Muslims became defacto a ll ie s  o f the Assamese in  th e ir  con

f l i c t  with the Bengali Hindus. Bengali Muslims have been 

w illin g  to accept Assamese as the medium o f instruction in 

th e ir schools, and they have thrown their votes behind 

Assamese candidates fo r  the state assembly and the national 

parliament. They have declared Assamese their mother- tongue. 

In fceturn, the state government has not attempted to e je c t  

Bengali Muslims from lands on which they have settled in  the 

Brahmaputra va lley , though ea rlie r  Assamese leaders had 

claimed that much o f the settlement had taken place 

i l l e g a l ly * .  The immigrant Muslims so lid ly  supported the 

cause o f Assamese nationalism against the slogans o f  the

6 . Weiner, M,, Sons o f the so il, Migration and ethnic 
Conflict in  India , Princeton, 1978, pp. 103-125.
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Bengali Hindus on the o f f i c i a l  language issu e . In a vastly  

changed demographic r e a lity  o f  Assam, Assamese are now 

dependent on some bargaining to re a lis e  th e ir  basic demo

c r a t ic  r igh t to  have a homogeneous state  o f  th e ir  own. The 

s e l f  consciousness o f  n a tion a lit ies  i s  h is to r ica lly  con sti

tu ted . The Assamese earned the h is to r ica l right to  have 

a l in g u is t ic  state o f  th e ir  own. Since independence, the 

desire  o f  the Assamese n ation ality  to  be at par with ot.ier 

n a tio n a lit ie s  in  the Indian Union has been a primary co r - 

cern . The Assamese fear o f  lo s in g  th e ir  land due to in fu x  

i s  a basic  issue, because, i t  c a l ls  in to  question one o f  

the defin ing  ch a ra cteristics  o f  a n a tion a lity . In the 

absence o f  any p os it iv e  step by the government, Assam con

tinued to  be the 'coveted lebensraum’ fo r  the i l le g a l  

immigrants.

Economic aspecti

The o f f i c ia l  language movement in  Assam was essen

t i a l l y  a by-product o f  the acute economic problem. The 

economic structure o f  Assam i s  underdeveloped. Neither agri 

culture nor industria l development o f  the region has k *pt 

pace with the needs o f  i t s  growing population . The problem 

o f  unemployment coupled with decades o f  neglect and under

development o f  the region  explains the J u stifia b le  fears in 

the Assamese mind o f  lo s in g  th e ir  cu lture and c iv i l iz a t io n  
and becoming a nonentity in  th e ir  own land.



www.manaraa.com

155

Agriculture, although undeveloped,is the basis of 
the economy o f Assam. Agriculture in  the state has been 

playing a very important ro le  by way o f contributing more 

than 40 per cent o f the state income and is  a single  

source o f employment to the rural people o f the state. 

More than 80 per cent o f the total population o f Assam, 

including persons engaged in  tea pi ant at ions, are dependent 

on agricu lture. The development o f  agriculture is ,  there

fo re , v ita l to strengthen the whole economy o f the state.

The cropping pattern in  Assam i s  more or less  

sim ilar to that in  other states o f the country. The main 

agricu ltural products o f  Assam are rice,m aize,pulses,rape  

and mustard, sugar-cane, cotton, jute, tobacco, potatoes, 

and several varieties o f fru it s . Average yield  o f food 
grains in  Assam is  very low compared to those in  other 

states o f  India as indicated by the sta tis t ic s  in table 5.4.
Considering the excellent climatic conditions, 

abundant ra in fa l l  end fe r t i le  so il, the y ie ld  per acre is  

very low in  Assam, with a l i t t l e  change o f technique and 

with the application o f modern technology i t  should not be 

d i f f ic u lt  to increase the y ie ld . Of course, the recurrent 

floods are a source o f great devastation and loss to the 

agricu ltu ral economy o f the state.

The economy being agrarian in  nature without any 

organised industrial base to balance i t ,  any pressure upon



www.manaraa.com

Ta
ble

 5*
4: 

Av
era

ge 
Yi

eld
 o

f P
rin

cip
al 

Cr
ops

 - 
Ki

log
ram

s p
er 

he
cta

re
156

So
ur

ce
 t

Ta
mi

l N
adu

 10
543

 
Ma

ha
ras

tra
 10

152

Gu
jar

at 
797

 
Bih

ar 
718

U.P
. 

679
W. 

Be
ng

al 
66

3

Pu
nja

b 
273

0

Pu
nja

b 
273

6 
Ha

rya
na 

260
2

557 591
4

124
5

132
56 106
5

_
(
5)_

133
6

11
 46

 
163

0 441
 

657

545 520
6

128
0

88
21 837_(4
)_

109
2 994 127
1 364 65
2

482 361
1

146
3

583
3

725_(3
)__

11
26 586 115

8 489 472

Ra
pe 

see
ds

 
412

Su
ga

r-c
an

e 
392

7
Ju

te 
135

3
po

tat
o 

478
8

To
ba

cco
 

750

(1)
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

__
__

0>0
 _

Ri
ce 

105
2

Ma
ize

 
557

Wh
eat

 
143

2
Sm

all
 M

ille
ts 

495
Gra

m 
488

(9)

Sta
tes

 w
ith

 
hig

he
st 

yie
ld

19
80

-81

0

sM
rl
3

19
72

-73
 

19
80

-81

9m
z

19
80

-81
19

72
-73

Cr
ops

N.
E.

C.
 -

 B
as

ic 
St

at
is

tic
s, 

19
82

, 
M

in
ist

ry
 o

f 
Ag

ric
ul

tu
re

, 
In

di
an

 A
gr

icu
ltu

re
 

on
 B

rie
fs,

 1
98

2



www.manaraa.com

157

the agrarian economy ultimately re flects  the economic well 
being o f the entire state. The pressure exerted by an 
abnormal population growth upon agricultural lend has 
resulted in lower production o f  agricultural items because 
o f  the increase in unviable and uneconomic landholdings.
To a great extent, the cultivator labours not for  profit 
nor fo r  a net return but for subsistence. During 1951-61, 
the area under food-crops increased by only 10,60 per cent 
while the population increased by 34.45 per cent. Due to 
absence o f development o f secondary and tertiary sectorsin 
Assam, this heavy pressure on land has resulted in the 
reduction o f the size o f landholdings, inequality in the 
ownership o f  land and landlessness o f  a major population.
In 1961-62 the National Sample Survey concluded that the 
percentage o f  household owning no land was highest in Assam 
(27.77 per cent) compared to other states in India (for 
example Bihar 8.6 per cent, West Bengal 12.56 per cent, 
Gujrat 14.44 per cent and a ll India 11.68 per cent).

In the sphere o f  industrial development Assam is  
yet to make much headway. The pace o f  industrialisation 
o f  the state is  rather slow and lopsided. ALthough the 
state possesses vast potential for developing various 
resource-based and demand-based industries, except in cer
tain sectors lik e  petroleum, coal, tea and fo re s t0 other

7. Economic Survey o f Assam, 1972
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and
potential have by large  remained untapped* As a result,

/
Assam has continued to remain one o f the most industria lly  

backward states o f  the country.

Assam has been occupying the predominant place in 

cu ltivation  and production o f tea  in  India Table 5 5 shows 

the importance o f Assam as a tea producing centre in  

comparison to other Indian states.

Table5'5t Tea S tatistics fo r  D ifferent States in  India, 1986

Area Production Daily labour 
employed

Number P .c .  in
’ 000

»ooo P .c .
hect.

M illion P.C.
Kg

(1 ) (2 ) (3 ) (4 ) (5) (6) (7 )

Assam 225 54.61 395 54.75 484 54.26

West Bengal 100 29.27 152 22.55 231 25.90

Tamil Nad** 38 9.22 86 12.76 87 9.75

Kerala 35 8.50 56 8.31 65 7.29

Others 14 3.40 11 1.63 25 2.80

Total 412 100.00 674 100.00 892 100. 0

Source i Tea S tatistics , Tea Board, 1988-89.

The tea industry has been playing a sign ificant 

ro le  in  the development o f the Indian economy. The 

importance o f th is industry can be gauged from the fact
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that Assam alone produces more than 50 per cent o f  the 

country ’ s to ta l tea production. Every year i t  contributes 

a considerable amount to  the Government revenue from 

export and excise  duties and income tax, besides earning
Q

valuable fore ign  exchange . The head o f f i c e s  o f  most o f  

the Assam te e  gardens are loca ted  in  Calcutta and about 

80 per cent o f  the sa le  and d istrib u tion  o f  Assam tea is  

con tro lled  by auction centres located  in  Calcutta. An 

auction market fo r  tea  had been set up at Guwahati in  

1970. Unfortunately, even a fter  so many years o f  i t s  

existence a large  quantity o f  tea  produced in  Assam i s  

s t i l l  sent to  Calcutta auction market, instead o f  bringing 

these tea  to  Guwahati auction market. This i s  due mainly 

f o r  the lo ca tio n  o f  head o f f i c e s  o f  most o f  the tea 

companies at Calcutta. Some important s ta t is t ic s  pertain

ing  to  the tea  industry o f  the state are furnished in  the 

ta b le  £ .6 .

Assam occupies art important place in  the production 

o f  petroleum (crude) and natural gas (u t i l is e d )  a lso . At 

present Assam produces about 5 m illion  tons o f  crude o i l ,  

compared to production o f  about 3 m illion  in  Gujrat, and 

about 13 m illion  tons in  o f f  shore (mainly Bombay High).^’he 

Gauhati re fin ery  refined 802 thousand tons o f  crude in  

1982-83, Dlgboi 596 thousand and the Bongeigaon 9̂6 thou

sand ton s. The Baraunl re fin ery  in  Bihar refined  about

8 . Report o f  the Plantation Inquiry Commission, 1954 
(Chairman, P.M. Menon), 1956.
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3 m illion tons crude (sent from the o il  f ie ld s  of Assam) in

1 9 8 2 .

3esides petroleum 7the production of natural gas 

also  went up to the level o f 875 m illion cubic metres in 

1982 from 869 million cubic metre in  1981 and 455 million
q

cubic metre in  1980. However, due to almost non-utilisa

tion of the natural gas and the by-products o f the crude 

refined in  Assam, no an cilliery  industries worth the name 

have been set up in Assam. On the other liand, such indus
tr ie s  dependent on the raw materials from Assam o ilf ie ld s  

are multiplying at a rapid rate  in  the metropolitan centres 

in  India. Plywood industry in  Assam has also been progress

ing w ell. 3ut i t  has created problems due to unplanned 

cutting o f trees by the timber contractors and resultant 

ecological d istortion . In case of employment also , the 

industries have not given preference to local people. How

ever, excepting fo r tea  and petroleum industries, not much 

progress has yet been achieved in  the in du strialisation  o f  

Assam. Infact, the industrial development in Assam i s  

comparatively much le s s  than the other sta te s , although she 

has immense mineral, forest- and agricultural wealth. The 

per cap ita  income of th is region presented in  Table ^,7 

reveals a tendency to decline or at best a state  of stag

nation.

9 . Bulletin  o f Mineral S ta t is t ic s  and Information,New Deloi,
1 9 8 1 .



www.manaraa.com

162

Table 5 -7 :Per capita Income at Constant Prices of 1970-71 

in Rupees.

Year Assam All India Difference wi+ r. 
All India

(1 ) ' (2) (3) (4)

1950-51 520.1 467.7 + 50.4

1960-61 505.4 550.1 -  44.7

1970-71 534.7 632.8 -  98.1

1975-76 559.5 660.0 -100.6

1980-81 557.6 696.8 -139.2

1981-82 533.5 715.3 -181.8

1982-83 554.8 712.1 -157.3
1984-85

(Projected) 559.7 782.6 -212.9

Source » Das, H.N., A New Paradigm of Development-Regional 
Imbalance and Assam, 1986.

From table *5.7?i t  is  obvious that the per capita 

income in Assam has remained almost constant during the 

35 year period since 1950-51 while incase of all India i t  

has increased by about 166 per cent. As a result the 

difference with the a ll India figure has increased greatly. 

Compared to other developed states, the per capita income 

in Assam is  much lower. The Sight Finance Commission has
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pieced Assam in  the 17th p os it ion  with the per capita  in 

come at Rs. 960 (average o f  three years 1976-79) amongst 

the twenty-two sta tes, above Orissa, Madhya Pradesh, Uttar 

Pradesh, Manipur and Bihar. In the absence o f  any major 

r is e  in  the per capita  income trade and commerce o f  the 

region  have also fa ile d  to  take o f f  and led  to  a lim ited  
employment p o ten tia l. Thus the unemployment problem in  

Assam has in te n s ifie d  due to  the extremely slow rate o f  
economic development and exceptionally  high growth rate 

o f  population . The'sons o f  the s o il*  theory can also be

traced  to  inordinate immigration in  the fa ce  o f  growing
Unemployment

urban unemployment^!as h it  a l l  sections o f  population in  

Assam. Quite naturally the vested in terests  have also 

taken advantage o f  the s itu a tion . The o f f i c i a l  language 

p o lic y , th erefore , became the fo ca l po in t o f  controversy 

between the two dominant groups, v i z . ,  Assamese and 

Bengali in  Assam as i t  touches upon the issue o f  

employment as well as cu ltural id e n tity .

Although, there i s  lack o f  r e lia b le  data on the 

extent o f  unemployment s itu ation  in  the sta te , the figures 

o f  Job seekers on the l i v e  re g is te r  supplied by the employ 
ment Exchange provides some idea o f  the pattern and trend o f 

unemployment in  Assam. The number o f  Job-seekers on the 

l i v e  re g is te r  o f  employment exchange in  the state went up 

from 29.5 thousands in  1961 to  93.8 thousands in  1971 and 

to 3.47 lakhs in  1980.10

10 . D irectorate o f  Employment and Craftmen Training,Assam,
1981 .
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I c 4

It has been observed that In the employment sphere, 
the people o f Assam have been deprived o f  their legitimate 
share o f  jobs. In non-household manufacturing industries, 
50,000 out o f  103,000  were migrants and a large number of 
the remainders can be presumed to be decendents o f 
migrants rather than native population. Similarly,migrants 
account for 55 per cent o f  a total labour force o f 38,0oo 
in  construction, 50 per cent o f 183,000 in trade and 
commerce, 55 per cent o f 75,000  in transport, storage and 
communications (maihly in  Railways and Post and Telegraphs) 
and about 33 per cent in  other services .11 The Assamese 
middle class attributes these conditions to the fact that 
most o f industries, trade, commerce and tea plantations are 
owned by non-Assamese.

The Assam L eg is la tive  Assembly was also very much 

concerned about the problem o f  unemployment o f  the lo ca l 

people and formed a committee o f  the House during the budget 
session , 19^9, to  review the employment p os it ion  o f  the 
people o f  the state in  the various pub lic  and private sector 

undertakings from time to  time. The Employment Review 

Committee o f  the Assam L eg isla tive  Assembly observed in i t s  
F irst Report (1970), t *A fee lin g  has been growing that 

Management in  charge o f  the industria l establishments show 

discrim inatory attitude towards the lo ca l applicants in  the 
matter o f  employment, though they have equal qu a lifica tion s

11. Weiner, n.
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as others. Such feeling spreads poisonous seeds for creat
ing further tensions. Very often, the storm or earthquake 
is  preceded by stillness in the atmosphere. But i t  is  
dangerous to  be deceived by such stilln ess . Violent out
burst would nu llify  the objective o f  national integration 
fo r  which India had taken up planned development, ve want 
that any Indian should be able to liv e  in any other state 
with dignity and honour, as much as we want that the sons 
o f  the so il o f  the state are not deprived o f the benefits 
due to them*. Reference may also be made to the comment? 
on the employment policy o f  Digboi Oil Company by the 
Judicial Enquiry Report to the effect that, *the employment 
policy  o f the company has been since the inception and is  
at present one o f search fo r  the best coupled with a 
preference for  the children o f company’s employee without 
any preference for the loca l people. This policy is  
colonial and exploitative in  origin, restrictive  and 
violative o f  the sp irit o f  the constitution in character 
and harmful in e ffect on the employment for  the local 
people. ^

A Survey o f  employment pattern in  three establish
ments o f N.F. Railways in  Assam, namely N.F. Railways dead- 
quarters at Maligaon, N.F. Railways Lumding Division and

12. R®port o f the Employment Review Committee(First Report'; 
1970, Gauhati, 1972.

13. Report o f  the Judicial Enquiry into the Incident at 
Digboi, S.M. Deka, September, 1978.
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N.F. Railways Workshop at Dibrugarh c lea rly  reveals that 

discriminatory recruitment policy i s  adopted against the 

lo ca l people and even among the loca l people, a d isc r i

minatory pattern i s  adopted in  favour o f a particu lar 

language g r o u p T h i s  i s  evident from the data presen

ted in  Table 5.8. The employees with place o f birth with

in  Assam constituted about 40 per cent as against 60 ner 

cent claimed by employees having th e ir  b irth  places out 

side Assam. The d istribution  o f employees by status, 

place o f b irth  and by type o f units (public  and private  

sector) i s  presented in  Table 5.9. The data have been 

compiled from the F irst, Second, Third and Fifth  Reports 

o f the Employment Review Committee covering 43 number 

o f units (public sector undertakings, private sector 

industries, Nationalised Banks and Reserve Bank o f 

India ) and 241 numbers o f tea gardens. The statistic s  in 

tab le  5.9 are graphically illu strated  in  a series of 

histograms presented in  figures 5.6, 5.7, 5.8, 5.9,5.10 

and 5.11. The figure 5.6 shows the d istribution  o f employ 

ees by status and place o f b irth  in  public sector enter

p rises . It  shows a higher proportion o f employees born 

outside the state in  class I  and class I I  Jobs and a 

higher proportion o f Assam bom employees in  class I I I

14. Barua, S ., Unemployment Problem in  Assam and Employmer. 
Pattern in  North East Frontier Agency, North Eastern 
Quarterly, Vo l. I I ,  No .l, 1983.
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and c lass IV Jobs. The figure 5.7 shows that in  the p r i

vate sector the proportion o f workers bora in  Assam is  

lower in  c lass I ,  I I  and IV Jobs end higher in  class 111 

Jobs. However,taken a ll  categories o f Jobs together, the 

proportion o f workers born in  As^am i s  higher than those 

born outside. In figure 5.8 where the pattern of employment 

in  nationalised banks i s  shown the proportion o f workers 

born in  Assam is  almost equal to those born outside Assam 

in  c lass I  and I I  Jobs. In other categories the proportion 

o f those bora within Assam i s  higher. In figure 5.9, the 

proportion o f Assam -  born employees in  the Reserve ben^ is  

shown to be strik ingly higher in  a l l  the categories o f jobs. 

In figure  5.10 the proportion o f workers in  tea estates in  

c lass I and I I  jobs born outside Assam i s  higher then those 

bora in side . In class I I I  end IV jobs the situation is  just 

the reverse, those bora inside the state being la rger in  

proportion. In figure 5.11 where the overa ll pattern of 

employment in the state i s  shown, the proportion o f those 

bom outside the state i s  higher in  class I and I I  posts 

whereas in  c lass I I I  posts those born in  the state dominate. 

To sum up, therefore, the real problem with Assam is  ec romic 

underdevelopment. The Assamese people had been nationally  

exploited right through the B ritish  period and they ere b«ing 

treated almost in  the seme manner by the centre. The uneven 

growth o f economy, growing unemployment among the middle 

c lass , the presence of a la rge  number o f  middle class 

people o f Bengali orig in  in  jobs, professions which the
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Assamese middle class had not earlier entered,have further 
aggravated the problems o f the State. And the issue has 
been made more complicated by imparting a p o litica l over
tone to i t .  Therefore, at the economic level, a programme 
o f  balanced development o f  a ll cultural regions should be 
emphasized to remove inter-regional economic differences. 
Equality o f  opportunity in  the economic sphere has also to 
be ensured. Besides this economic agrumentythere are a] so 
strong p o litica l reasons for advocating the removal o f 
regional imbalances.

P o litica l Aspect > Role o f  P o litica l Parties

Within the parliamentary system o f  government in 
India, lingu istic and national diversity poses a problem 
and a challenge to p o litica l parties that operate at both 
the central and state leve ls , a p o lit ica l party can be 
looked upon as a coalition  o f interests,a coa lition  which 
by the very nature o f  the activity  is  shifting because 
each functioning p o litica l party is  trying to expand its  
a ctiv ities  and this i t  can do by cutting into the mass ^ase 
o f  the other. Interests, similarly, are competing with one 
another so as to capture the maximum portions o f the 
resources (limited by their very nature) that the political 
system commands. In an ideal situation, therefore, every 
potential and actual interest gets articulated and aggrava
ted by the very situation o f dynamic challenge inherent in
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the situation that keeps the system working. Language is  

an important tool fo r  the p o lit ic a l parties to impart 

th e ir  influence on masses. In Assam we find powerful 

demand fo r Assamese as the o f f ic ia l  language backed by 

mostly students, and professionals who ere normally cate

gorized as the middle c la ss . The problem here i s  to find 

out, i f  the p o lit ic a l parties functioned as a mechanism 

fo r  transformation o f needs into demands and to articulate  

them in  re lation  to language issue . The Assam agitation  

over the o f f ic ia l  language issue just before 196 2 general 

election  provided an explosive issue fo r p o lit ic a l parties 

in  Assam to manipulate p o lit ic s  in  order to gain mass

support. In fact, the language issue in  Assam was another
had.

notable social phenomenon which^a sort o f decisive impact 

on the general election in  the state.

The Indian National Congress held that fAssamese 

language i s  one o f the national languages o f India la id  

down in  the Constitution. This language lik e  others has 

to be encouraged in  every way and should be progressively  

used by the people whose mother tongue i t  i s .  In promoting 

i t s  use in  various public activ itie s  i t  should be 

remembered that i t s  use should not be enforced in  areas 

where other languages p reva il. Many areas o f India are 

b ilingual or m ulti-lingual and each o f the languages do not 

grow in  con flict with each other, but they flou rish  in  

co-operation each helping the other. The question o f
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language, therefore, In Assam is  one that should be sett
led co-operatively by representatives o f  various parts of 
Assam state so that this sense o f  con flict should 
disappear and an atmosphere o f  co-operative endeavour for 
the good o f the state should take place*. The Assam 
Congress Party was in  favour o f  implementing the central 
body's stand but i t  had also to adjust its  position in 
the interest o f it s  own local success. The Proja Socialist 
Party did not force any general lin e  over the question of 
lin gu istic reorganisation o f states. The party allowed 
every state unit to pursue its  own lin e  without prejudic
ing it s  position in  that area. But even this cautions 
stand could not prevent con flict within the leadership and 
between party units at state and national leve ls . The 
P.S.P. thought that the language issue was a handy stick 
to  beat the Congress ministry. The P.S.P., desoite its  all 
India commitments, took an active part in the language move
ments in Assam. Its state units were identified with 
d is tr ic t  and regional issues. Its support in Assam was 
derived primarily from Assamese fears against the domina
tion  o f  another lingu istic group, the Bengali. Therefore, 
the p o litica l success o f the P.S.P. may be attributed mainly 
to this strategy. The P.S.P. at the relevant time,

15. All India Congress Committee Resolution, Congress 
Bulletin, July I960.
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spearheaded the movement only to survive as a party exploi

tin g  the lin gu istic  sub-nationalities.*6 For example, the 

Cachar P .S .P . clashed opehly with the P .S .P . in  the 

Brahmaputra v a lley . Incidentally i t  may be mentioned that 

almost a l l  the members o f the P .S .P . in  Cachar resigned 

th e ir  party membership as a protest against the stand of 

the state leadership of their party on the Assam language 

issue . Thus the attitude o f P .S .P . to the o f f ic ia l  

language question in  Assam was a product o f factional 

compromise. Even at the national leve l P.S.P *s stand was 

very much d iffe ren t. Hareswar Goswami, as a chairman of 

the P .S .P . in  Assam, successfully fougbt fo r  the cause of 

Assamese. On the other hand, Dr. Ghose,the Bengal P.S.P.  

Chief, joined the leaders o f his state in  condemnation of 

the government o f  Assam and the Assamese. He even instiga

ted Sangram Pari shad leaders to carry on with their agita

tiona l programme t i l l  their demands were fu l f i l le d .  More

over in  their Madras executive, the P .S .P . asked fo r a 'ju st  

and fa i r  solution o f the Assam language problem '.*^  

Therefore, i t  c learly  indicates that P .S .P . outside Assam 

did not support Hareswar Goswami*s stand as just and fa ir .  

Thus, i t  shows that the attitude o f P .S .P . to the o f f ic ia l  

language question was a product o f factional compromise.

16. .  Hareswar Goswami *s various statements in  th is  regard and 
o f his collegues may be noted. Refer. Assam Assembly 
Debates,Part VI, June 1960,TbeAssam Tribune, July 5,19C1 , 
Amrit Patrika, Aug 6, I960.

17. The Assam Tribune, July 5, 1961.
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The s o c ia l i s t  party  took a d i f fe re n t  p o s it io n  in  

th e  midst o f  the d istu rbances. I t  came in  support o f  tne 

demands o f  the second o f f i c i a l  s ta te  language i .e .B e n g a li

in  Assam. Jay Prekash Narayan commented that Bengali
IPshould be g iven  in  Assam a s ta tu s  o f  sta te  language . In  

oth er words, Narayan supported the Bengali ch au v in is tic  

demand o f  the Sangram P a r i  shad.

The p o s it io n  o f  the communist party  in  In d ia  did  

not d i f f e r  much from that o f  Congress. The p arty  executive 

suggested th a t  i t  stood by any re so lu t io n  th at sought tc  

d ec la re  Assamese as the o f f i c i a l  language in  the state  

w ithout imposing any compulsion on the m inority in  the 

h i l l s  and Cachar d i s t r i c t s .  The m inority in  the  whole s ta te  

would have t h e i r  r ig h t  to  p e t it io n , appeal and to have 

education  through t h e i r  own language . However, t i l l  the 

demand f o r  d ec la ra t io n  o f  Assamese as o f f i c i a l  language of 

Assam d id  not ga in  momentum,the communist p a rty  o f  Assam 

remained s i le n t .  They were more a le r t  to  the need fo r  not 

a lie n a t in g  the Benga li v o te rs  who were instrum ental in  the 

v ic to ry  o f  at le a s t  th ree  out o f  fou r o f  t h e i r  M.l .a ’s in  

th e  1957 general e le c t io n . They took a d ec is io n  supporting  

the  demand on ly  at the end o f  I960, when the demand became 

stron g  enough to be neglected on ly  at the r i s k  o f  lo s in g  

Assamese support a lto ge th e r. However, some members o f  th - 

p a rty , swayed by l in g u is t ic  sentiment, d e fied  the party

18. Times o f  In d ia , June 3. 1961.

19. The Assam Tribune, A p r i l  25, 1961.
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d irectives . For example, Nilmoni Borthakur, an in fluentia l

member o f the party resigned his membership o f the assembly

on the language issue. Achintya Kumar Bhettacheryya of

S ilcher.a  member o f th is party, on the other hand was

involved in  the Sangram Parishad movement in  Cachar. Thus
in  Assam in  the words o f  the C .P .I .  organ, 'the Communist

party has been hopelessly entangled in  the web o f communal

con flic ts  among Bengalis and Assamese, Assamesee and

Tribale,, Hindus and Muslims with l i t t l e  benefit to Communist 
20strength ' . Opposition parties in  A^sam generally held 

p articu la rist  and freqnently mutually incompatible positions 

which were linked primarily with their party p o lit ic a l  

in te rest. There are always p o lit ic a l parties in  the country 

ready to fish  in  troubled waters or even in  s t i l l  waters,but 

the language agitation in  Assam was one in  which e ll  

p o lit ic a l parties had to explain their conduct.21 A ll 

p o lit ic a l parties in  Assam based their strategy o f struggle 

fo r  the electoral battle  ( in  1962) more or le ss  on the same 

consideration. They tried  to en list the support o f the 

middle class by playing on th e ir  sentiments as came their  

fancy. Thus in  Assam, elections were fou^it mainly on 

emmotionel issues rather than on defin itive  ideological 

b a s is .

20. New age, 10 July, 1961

21. Amrit Bazar Patrika, July 3, I960.
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Congress end Factional P olitics

Regional factors play a major role in promoting 
factions within the Congress. Unlike other issues in 
p o lit ic s , language is  a part o f  the edifice on which 
Congress is  bu ilt. The factional figh t in the leader
ship o f Assam Congress is  not a new phenomenon. It has 
been continuing with varying degrees o f  intensity for a 
pretty long time particularly ever since the second 
general election . Language riots o f  I960 brought in 
sharp focus the desperate attempt o f  the dislodged groups 
to pull down the ministerial group from power. Factional 
leaders whipped up emotional feelings o f  the people and 
created an alarming situation leading to a total distur
bance o f  normal l i f e  end peace and order. The disgruntled 
Congressmen had proved by their actions that they would 
not care less even to satisfy their selfish  ends.22 
Similarly the central leadership dismissed the situation 
as a law and brder problem created by a section o f  the 
student leaders on the reported advice o f  the Chief Minis
te r . The grievances o f  the people were exploited for 
their faction^, ends. Thus the I960 language agitation in 
Assam was the handiwork o f the ruling authority,to a very 
large extent due to it s  acts o f  omission and comission.

The resolution adopted by the Assam Pradesh 
Congress Committee for the use o f  Assamese as the o ff ic ia l

22. Shillong Observer, October 15, 1961.
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language led  to factionalism  w ithin the party. I t  brought 

about an open r i f t  inside  the A.P.C.C., as a l l  the 18 

Pradesh Congress members from Cachar were opposed to i t .  

Moreover, a section  o f  Cachar Congressmen had active ly  

supported the Sangram Parishad movement o f  Cachar to agi

ta te  against the Assam O ffic ia l  Language B i l l .  The 

d iss id en t v o ice  o f  the Assam Pradesh Congress Committee 

came from Cachar section  o f  the Congress i t s e l f ,  for  i t s  

e le cto ra l base comes from the Bengali population which is  

about 80 per cent in  Cachar. To fo llow  and implement the 

A .P .C .C .'s  reso lu tion  would in d ire c t ly  mean the lo s s  o f  

th e ir  e lectora l support. The Cachar Congress Committee also 

adopted a reso lu tion  oppossing the Assam Congress Committee. 

The Kerimganj D is tr ic t  Congress Committee urged the govern

ment to  introduce Bengali also as an additional state 

language. To further popularize the view, the Cachar 

Congress leaders organised a Bengali language conference.The 

combined pressure o f  disturbances in  Cachar led  the s ix  

Congress M.L.A's to  submit th e ir  resignation2  ̂ on 27 May, 

1961, two days before the declaration  o f  the d is tr ic t-w id e  

hartal over the language issu e . They protested against the 

p o lic e  f ir in g  at Silchar on 19 May, 1961. They have also 
urged the Union government to in s t itu te  a ju d ic ia l  inquiry 

in to  what they described as ‘brutal f i r in g ' in  S ilch ar. In 

a jo in t  statement they appealed to  the Prime Minister and 

Home Minister to  intervene in  the language issue in  Assam.

23. Times o f  India, 27 May, 1961
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Thus, the th ree d is t r ic t  Congress committees o f  Cechar, 

v i z . ,  S ilc h a r , Karimganj and H ailakand i tooka lead in g  

p a r t  in  o rgan is in g  demonstrations aga in st the  Assam o f f i  

c i a l  language A ct. The Assam P ro v in c ia l Congress ra ised
24i t s  fe e b le  vo ice  against these a c t iv i t ie s .  Sarat Sinhe, 

G eneral S ecreta ry , A .P .C .C ., in  a statement sa id , ’some 

congressmen o f  S ilc h a r , Kerimganj and H ailakandi d is t r ic t  

Congress are reported  to  hare a c t iv e ly  supported the  

San gram P a r i  shad in  i t s  movement against the Assam O f f i 

cial Language Act th reaten ing  to para lyse  the adm inistra

t io n .  I f  any Congressmen i s  aggrieved  at any dec is ion  of 

th e  Pradesh Congress Committee i t  i s  open to him to make 

rep resen ta tio n  to  the A .I .C .C . against such dec is ion s o r  

can appeal to  Union government against any members o f  toe  

s ta te  government. But su re ly  in  such a matter they cannot

jo in  hands w ith  these who are opposed to the Congress and
25i t s  government ’ . However, nothing prevented the Cachar 

Congress to  go a step forw ard ; they demanded a break from 

th e  A .P .C .C . and the form ation o f  th e i r  th ree d is t r ic t  

Congress Committees in to  an independent Congress Committee; 

But t h is  demand- was turned down by the Congress H i^ i 

Command. F in a l ly ,  the executive o f  the Assam P ra fesh

24. S h illo n g  Observer, Sept. 15, I960 .
25. The Assam !fc?ibune, May 9* 1961.

26. Neog, M. ed ited , Assam's Language Question ,Jorhat, 
1961, pp . 30-31.
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Congress Committee, meeting on 11 and 12 July, suspended four 
Congress leaders o f Cochar fo r  their ro le  in  the language 

agitation  in  that d is tr ic t  in  v io lation  o f the directive of 
the A.P.C.C. The executive also called upon the three 

d is t r ic t  Congress Committees o f  Cochar to show cause why d is

c ip linary  action should not be taken against them for acting 

against the A.P.C.C. d irective. The four suspended Conrr-*sc 
leaders o f Cochar were Shrimoti Jyotsna Chanda, Shri 

Ranendra Mohan Das, Shri Nanda Kishore Singh and Shri Abdul 

Rahman. It  may be noted that Mr. Abdul Rahman was the 

President o f the Sangram Perished o f Cachar which in itiated  

the language agitation in  the Cachar d is t r ic t , i t  coula el so 

be pointed out that the Shanti Parishad which was formed ir; 

the wake o f the language agitation and which,though not 

o f f ic ia l ly  sponsored by the Congress, had the blessings of the 

Congress bosses o f the state behind i t .  Thus in  Cachar e 

sign ifican t sh ift in  the alignment o f  forces inside the 

Congress had taken place before election and i t  had it s  impact 

on the general situation over there. As a newspaper commented ( 

♦the m inisterial group a llied  i t s e l f  with the Muslim commu- 

nalism against the language movement there. In fect, the 

m inisterial group i t s e l f  was responsible fo r ra ising  the 

communal passion there among the Muslims with a view to d is -

tupt the language movement there instead o f facing the move-
27ment with a democratic solution. '

27. Shillong Observer, May 10, 1961.
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Much more than the opposition  from Cacher and tr ib a l

p o li t ic ia n s ,  the internal c o n f l ic t  based on individual p o li -

t ik in g  in  p o l i t i c a l  r iva lry  centering round the issue o f

implementation o f  o f f i c i a l  language p o licy  dominated the
28scene. The organizational and programmatic weakness o f  

the opposition  parties helped accentuate the faction a l 

d issension  within the Congress, Some Congress leaders sou

ght p o l i t ic a l  d iversion  through lin g u is t ic  c o n f l ic ts  and 

used them fo r  serving th e ir  fa ction a l ends. The fa ction  oppo

sed to  the Chief Minister led  by Moinul Haque Chaudhary from 

Silchar in  the Cacher D is tr ic t  found an opportunity to 

d islodge him from power, Hindustan standard thus commented, 

•ambitious Congress leaders in  co llabora tion  with persons who 

have reasons to be annoyed with the p o licy  o f  Mr. Chaliha 

have been try ing  fo r  sometime past to  control Congress a ffa ir  

in  the s ta te . They found in  the anti-Bengali sentiments 

p reva ilin g  in  a section  o f  Assamese people a handy weapon to 

s tr ik e  the government o f  Mr. Chaliha w ith*.29

A smeller section  led  by Mr. Debeswar Sarma, the 

former education Minister o f  Assam, wanted immediate imple- 

mentation o f  Assamese language B ill  not only in  the Assam 

v a lle y , but also in  Cachar and the tr ib a l areas thus putting

28. Though S o c ia lis t  Party had a programme opcosed to the 
Congress, organizationally  i t  was too  weak to launch ar 
independent campaign. R elatively  stronger parties lik e  
the P .S .P . acid the C .P .I. ta ile d  behind the Congress.

29. Hindustan Standard, July 7 , I960
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himself in opposition to both Cheliha and Chaudhary factions. 
The language agitations thus brought into sharp focus the 
desperate attempt o f  the dislodged group to pull down the 
ministerial group from power. Moreover i t  resulted in a 
realignment o f forces in the ruling party and exposed some 
o f  the vulnerable points o f the ministerial group. There 
were enough evidence to show that the enti-Cheliha group 
also indulged in  allegations against the Cheliha ministry.
The Assam Tribune in  its  ed itor ia l^  thus commented, ’these 
disturbances only serve to confirm our view that the Cheliha 
cabinet hed bungled the language issue. By marking time and 
thereby allowing the weeds o f opposition to grow under its 
feet and by thoughtlessly suggesting that the language move 
should originate from the lingu istic minorities, the govern
ment has caused storm o f  protest, where there might have been 
Just a s t ir  o f  opposition .*

It is  nodoubt true that the major responsibilities 
fo r  the language disturbances also lay with the anti-Chaliha 
group o f  Congressmen who had Joined hands with the avowedly 
chauvinist elements in whipping up the passion o f the people 
with a view to dislodging the Chaliha ministry. However, 
Cheliha with his faction continued to bank on the support of 
the central leaders in  settling it s  factional differences 
through a compromise linguistic formula ( Pant and Shastn '

30. Shillong Observer, 10 June, I960.
31. The Assam Tribune, 15 July, I960.
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preserving th e ir  former p o lit ic a l position. Thus, the 

lin gu is t ic  episode,to e large  extent, was the offshoot of 

factional squabble in  the ru lin g  party.

E lection Results and Language Issue

No clear correlation could be established between 

the stands taken by d ifferent p o lit ic a l parties on the 

language question and the election resu lts . Issues other 

than language had also gone into consideration in  the 1962 

election . The Congress party remained in  power increasing 

i t s  majority by eight more seats in  the assembly. The 

P . S . P ’s strength got reduced from e igrt to six , while c.P.l. 

lo s t  a l l  i t s  four seats (r e fe r  Table5.10). The Cachar 

d is t r ic t  returned the Congress candidates with one seat less  

and the independents, presumably supported by the Sangrem 

Parished, secured eight seats po lling  40.6 per cent o f  total 

votes. The Congress percentage o f  votes was reduced. The 

dissenting Chaudhary faction which supported the demand of 

the Bengalis again happened to be the o f f ic ia l  nominee of the 

Congress. The factionalism within the Congress did not 

however, resu lt in  the weakening o f the party 's  electors! 

position .

Indeed the language issue appears to have been 

u tiliz ed  as a pawn in  the game o f power p o lit ic s  in  Assam arid 

i t  i s  unlikely that the con flict o f loca l p o lit ic a l interest 

would permit i t  to be Judged on it s  merits. The tendency
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throughout tha period following independence in  e l l  thes lan 

guage agitations has predominantly been o f middle c l as? orien

ta tion , Disgruntled p o lit ic a l personalities especially  those 

with background in  student p o lit ie s  are frequently found to 

associated with th is  movement. There i s  saqple evidence to 

show that these large  scale atroc ities were Inspired and 

organized by reactionary chauvinistic elements and certain ves

ted interests who occupied important positions in  government 

and administration as well as in  the ru ling congress party and 

public l i f t .  Some sections in  ths adm inistraion, at d ifferent

le v e ls ,  even went to the extent o f  encouraging and abetting the 
xo

r io te rs . Faced with the growth o f democratic forces and 

internal factional dissensions within the ru ling c irc le s , some 

Congress leaders sought p o lit ic a l diversion through lingu istic  

con flic ts  and used them fo r serving th e ir factional ends, Tome 

lo c a l leaders and elements o f  the P .S .P . also tookoleedlng 

part in  inciting the people against tha m inorities. Behind the 

agitation  anti-HSocisl elements were also involved in  rio ting  

and destruction. The working c lass and peasan try ,^  fo r  

Instance, have been a passive facto r in  these agitations. The 

soc ia l bass o f  the language movement was spread mostly i r  urban 

areas although i t  succeeded in  rousing the people atlar^e in 

semi-urban and rural areas under middle class leader ship, as for

32. Refer, Memorandum submitted by Gauhati Student Union to 
Pandit Nehru during h is v is i t  to Assam 17, IB and l?  Tuly, 
1960.

33. Delegates representing 13000 tea labour population oi the 
Dibrugarh branch o f Assam Chah Mazdoor Sangha in it s  Annual 
Session demanded Assamese as the state language. Refer, '"he 
Assam Tribuns, June 13, I960,
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the p o lit ic a l parties, factionalism and perticu larist group 

p o lit ic s  ruled to roast.

Role o f the Press

The influence o f mess media on social re lations is  

extremely sign ifican t. No aspect o f  our behaviour,r e la t io n 

ships and habits escape the impact o f mass media. Mass media 

work as an instrument fo r  forming public opinion. D iffe ren t 

aspects o f our l i f e  -  socia l, p o lit ic a l, economic and even 

personal ere being influenced, by mass media, a massage can 

be communicated to a mass audience by many media means, 'hey 

are press, radio, te levision , cinema etc.

Press i s  one o f the mess media which communicat s 

message through newspapers, magazines etc. The r o le  o f  

newspaper is  not confined merely to catering o f news to the 

public but in  creating and moulding public opinion as w e ll.

I t  i s  because o f  the la tte r  that one should examine the p o l i 

t ic a l  a ff i l ia t io n s , economic control and other strings 

attached to these newspapers before going to analyse th e ir  

impact on the society with regard to a particu lar issue lik e  

language, re lig io n  etc. In most cases the newspapers of our 

country are controlled by vested interests and p o lit ic a lly  

motivated groups. It  i s  no wonder therefore that these news

papers carry, many a time, biased and exaggerated and 

inflammatory and malacious news items that forment public 

unrest, violence and even r ib t in g . The case o f  Assam is  no 

exception in  th is  regard.
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The p ress  had played a s ig n i f i c a n t  r o le  in  creep in g , 

encouraging  and su sta in in g  th e  language r i o t s  in  A ssam . vho 

p r e s s ,b o th  Assamese and B engali,w ere a c t iv e  in  spreading 

canards among th e  two com m unities. Not on ly  was th e  d isp la y  

o f  news p ro v o ca t iv e , th ere  was, in  a d d it io n , e d i t o r ia ls  as 

w e ll  as l e t t e r s  t o  the e d ito r s  emphasing th ese  p o in t s .  

However, i t  deserves  to  be noted th a t the newspapers o f  Assam 

b e in g  l im ite d  in  t h e ir  c ir c u la t io n  do n ot reach  as la rg e  a 

re a d e rsh ip  as th e  C alcu tta -based  newspapers d o . Hence, the 

im pact o f  C a lcu tta  -based  papers appears to  be more t e l l  in -  

compared to  t h e ir  Assamese co u n te rp a rts .

The papers in  C a lcu tta  commented on th e  language 

a g it a t io n  in  a manner th a t was ca lcifL ated  t o  inflaming the 

young and e x c ita b le  elem ents in  th e  Assamese community.vha- 

i s  more, many sm ell m atters which otherw ise would n ot have 

r e c e iv e d  any n o t ic e ,w e re  exaggerated by th e  sa id  p ress  as 

som ething very  s e r io u s  and earth  -  shaking. The C alcu tta  

p re s s  took  up th e  cause on ly  from th e  m in ority  p o in t  o f  view . 

T h e ir  main argument was th at Assam being  a m u ltilin g u a l pta te  

th e re  was no q u estion  f o r  Assamese to  be  d ec la red  as the 

s t a t e  langu age. The Ananda Bazar P a tr ik a  e d i t o r ia l ly  commen 

t e d ,  'where th e  p op u la tion  i s  a m ixture o f  sev era l l in g u is 

t i c  groups, each group having a d i s t in c t  language and a 

d i s t in c t  cu ltu re  o f  i t s  own and where the t r i b a l s  and th e  

B en ga li speaking p eop le  to g e th e r  form tw o -th ird s  o f  the

34 . Ananda Bazar P a tr ik a , J u ly ,7 , I9 6 0 .
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population, i t  passes one*s understanding how the under

developed language o f  a particu lar group can b e  imposed 
on the rest when that language too  cannot claim superiority 

over o th e r s '.  To quote another instance, 'there i s  ncjfcloubt 

that the anti-Bengali movement or the so -ca lled  'Bongel 

Kheda* movement, which is  being system atically carried  on 

the Assam fo r  the la s t  few years i s  due to the narrow 

p o l i t i c a l  outlook o f  some o f  her p o l i t ic a l  lead ers . A few 

years ago inflammatory speches o f  Sri Ambikagiri Roy 

Chaudhary, the so -ca lled  patriot poet o f  Assam,resulted in 

a communal r io t  in  which Bengalees suffered a great loss  to 

th e ir  p roperties* . I t  cannot be denied that some section 

o f  the press behaved irresponsib ly  and do not seem to be 

aware o f  the consequences o f  what they were w ritin g . For 

instance, the Hindustan standard stated in  a leader , 'the 

Bengali speaking minority in  Assam are therefore in  neec o f  

not only armed p rotection  against v io len ce  but also p o l i t i 

ca l p rotection  fo r  safeguarding th e ir  status as c it izen s  o f  

the s ta te . Bengalis in  Assam should not be condemned fo r  

th e ir  language to  the status o f  an in fe r io r  c it iz e n  which 

the p a rtit io n  o f  India has imposed on Hindus l e f t  in 

Pakistan fo r  the r e lig io n  they professed . The present 

p o s it io n  in  Assam seems to be that whosoever speaks Bengali 

i s  regarded as an enemy o f  the s ta te . This fe e lin g  w ill

35. Amrit Bazar Patrika , Aug. 7 , I960.

36. Hindustan Standard, July 5, I960.
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grow I f  only Assamese is  given the o f f ic ia l  status but not 

i f  Bengali also is  simultaneously given the same status in  

the state*. The publication o f untrue and provocative 

reports added fuel to f i r e .  The Hindustan Standard of 10 

July, I960 reported a news item under the caption ’Assam 

situation  now out o f  gear ', ‘the armed mob held up the train  

which was carrying some 230 Bengali persons, dragged down 

the passengers from various compartments and attacked them 

with deadly weapons*. The presentation o f provocative news 

items tended to excite local anger o f ag itation ist. Publi

cation  o f inflammatory news items, write ups and editorials  

helped to rouse passions ^  to the detriment o f preserva

tions o f social harmony. In regard to the solution to the 

problem the paper commented,*the only way to resolve the 

Chronic incompatibility i s  to form lin gu istic  states which 

i s  the established policy in  India though i t  has been fla g 

rantly  violated in  case o f the constitution o f the state of 

Vest Bengal, with the resu lt that a very large number o f 

Bengalees occupying compact, sizeable areas have been l e f t  

at the mercy of aggressive lin gu istic  m ajorities in  Assam 

and Bihar. The only effective  way would appear to be their 

integration  with Vest Bengal which w il l  destroy the very 

roots o f misunderstanding and the consequential offensive  

against the Bengalees*. The chauvinist trends in  Bengali

37. Hindustan Standard, July 13, i 960 .

38. Hindustan standard, July 15, I960.
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thought^  were responsible to  a la rge  extent in  damaging 

the s itu a tion s .

The Assam Press also did not remain q u iet. It

played its part by publishing intensive and unrelenting

propaganda against the Bengalis l iv in g  in  Assam.

Newspapers l ik e  Dainik Janambhumi, Natun Assamiya, Assam

Tribune, Asom Bani played an important ro le  in  th is

regard . The Assam Press expressed great d issa tis fa c t io n

over the governments p o licy  c r i t i c i s in g ,  among other

th in gs, the delay in  coming to a decis ion  on the o f f i c i a l

language issu e . The Assam Tribune in  an e d ito r ia l commen- 
40ted , *It i s  a blunder that the government o f  Assam had not 

stra igh t way introduced the B ill  fo r  making Assamese the 

s ta te  language, but had needlessly te r r if ie d  and had 

exaggerated fears o f  opposition . This p o licy  o f  v a c il la 

t io n  had i t s e l f  encouraged the reactionary forces  o f  

op p osition * , In another context, the Assam Tribune 

e d ito r ia l  commented,^ 'Indeed the principal source o f  

l in g u is t ic  tension  in  Assam i s  the overemphasis o f  

m inority r igh ts almost to  the extent o f  pushing out majority 

r ig h t s '.  The Assam Sahltya Sabha played an important ro le

39* Chaudhary, N., Assamer Bhasa Denga ( in  Bengali)
Calcutta 1973} Choudhary, P .P . Cacharer Kanna’ in  Ben
g a li  ’ 72* These lite ra tu re  have d istorted  fa c ts  and 
d issipated  fa lse  and provocative news.

40. The Assam Tribune, July 25, I960.
41. The Assam Tribune, July 3, 1941.
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L pin  the language movement. Their published views had 

d e fin ite ly  moulded lo c a l  op in ion . Ih e  Sabha duly 

c r i t ic is e d  very strongly the ro le  o f  Calcutta newspapers 

f o r  publishing inflammatory news item s. They even urged 

the government o f  Assam to  ban the entry o f  Calcutta 

newspapers in to  Assam.

Inflammatory pamphlets, bu lle tin s were also

respon sib le  fo r  aggravating the s itu a tion . For example,

the relevant portion  o f  a cyclosty led  le a f le t  issued on

the 30th o f  June, I960 allegedly  by the 'youths 0f
43Nowgong* read as fo llow s , 'Brutal oppression has been 

committed on the Assamese by the Bengalis o f  Assam who 

have grown by breathing a ir  and eating the food o f  Assam. 

As a protest against th is , i f  you do not hold an open 

meeting within seven days, then startin g  from the P next 

f o r  an in d e fin ite  period every Bengali, whether boy or 

g i r l ,  gentleman or  ru stic  w ill  be assaulted and tortured 

wherever found and th e ir  shops and houses w ill  be looted , 

so that the mischievous propaganda o f  ties being conducted 

by the Bengali newspapers o f  Calcutta i s  proved true to 

the l a t t e r ' .

42. ’Which sta te  in  India does not have minority commu
n ity  ? But i s  there a state which i s  waiting to 
declare i t s  state language based on the claim s o f  the 
minority ? R efer, Assam Sahitya Sabha Patrika 
(e d it o r ia l ) ,  3rd issue, I960.

43. R efer, Report o f  the Commission o f  Inquiry in to  the 
Goreswar Disturbances, Assam Govt. Press, 1961.
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44It seems chauvinist trend in  Assamese thought
also played its  role  in creating animosity between these
two communities. On the whole, both the Calcutta and
Assam press, had fa iled  to maintain a reasonable standard
o f  impartiality and accuracy. Thus the chauvinist
element, in  conjunction with the nationalist press of
Assam and C alcutta,availed themselves o f  the opportunity

to muddy the waters. Even Nehru sevv no reason why
action should not be taken against those newspapers wnich
slanted the news in  such a way that i t  created hatred

45among communities. '  The Parliamentary Delegation hed 
th is  to say on the situation, “Both Assam and Calcutta 
press have fa iled  to maintain a reasonable standard o f 
Impartiality and accuracy, we are fu lly  aware o f  the 
importance o f the freedom o f expression but when the mis
use o f that freedom by some persons leads to the super- 
session o f  the fundamental rights and endangers the l i f e  
and the property o f a large section o f  people, we think 
there is  ju stifica tion  for applying checks on that freedom’
lit) . When passions run high on either side on an issue 
involving emotional involvement on a mass scale, sobriety 
becomes the casualty.
44. An Assamese novel entitled •Mati-kar* (whose land is  

th is) elaborately outlined the techniques o f Bengal 
Kheda Movement.

45. Lok Sabha Debates, 1st September, I960.
46. Santhanan, K., Assam Riots: Reports o f  M.P *s Delegation, 

Hindusthan Times, September 18, I960.
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CHAPTER V I

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

Having examined the va riou s  aspects o f  the language  

problem o f  Assam v i s - a - v i s  the s ta te  language is su e  in  the  

preced ing  chapters, an attempt i s  made here to  sum up the 

a n a ly s is  and to  see to  i t  i f  any conclusion  cou ld  be drawn 

as a r e s u l t  o f  the study.

The o ve rr id in g  th ru st in  th is  p o l i t ic o -s o c ia l  

enqu iry  has been to  understand the language question  in  it s  

h is to r ic o -th e o re t ic a l  p erspective  and to  focus on the 

s a l ie n t  fea tu res  th a t  are considered  causative  o r  contribu 

to ry  in  th is  re ga rd . A th e o re t ic a l p erspective  i s  necessary 

to  lo c a te  the problem in  i t s  p roper con text. V arious concepts 

l i k e  nation , n a t io n a lit ie s  which are re la te d  to the problem 

have A  so been examined. The language is su e  cannot be 

t re a te d  in  is o la t io n  from the n ation a l question  that embraces 

the e n t ire  complex o f  re la t io n sh ip  between ethn ic communities 

and, above a l l ,  between nations th a t  have a lready  been 

es tab lish ed  and those in  the process o f  fo rm ation . Therefore, 

th e  language question  o f  Assam has been examined in  the 

context o f  d i f fe r e n t  fa c e ts  o f  the nationa l question  in  India,
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thus considering i t  ds the righ t perspective. D ifferent 

facets o f  the national question in  India include,

( i )  the h istorical stage through which the national 

problem has evolved, ( i i )  the problem o f national minor

i t i e s ,  ( i i i )  multinational character and ( i v )  the uneven 

development o f  various regions inhabited by d ifferent  

n ation a lit ie s . An in  depth study o f these aspects provi

ded the backdrop against which the language issue was 

examined.

Coming back to the specific  case o f  Assam, we 

find  that the re lations between major lin gu istic  groups, 

namely Assamese and Bengali, were strained prim arily due 

to h isto rica l reasons. The Assamese-Bengali mistrust in  

Assam dates back roughly to the period o f B ritish  ru le  

beginning in  the year 182b. The process o f colonisation  

aimed at restructuring the Assamese society and moneti

sing i t s  economy with a view to gaining more imperial 

ben e fits . The administration, land revenue and taxation  

policy  as well as super and in fra -structura l growth were 

geared to the major task o f colonial expolitation. 

Communities became victims o f th is  colonial exploitation. 

B rit ish  capital penetrated the economy end started build

ing up an in fra-structure in  the interest o f  accumulation 

o f p ro f it .  The tea-industry, fo r  example, ever since its  

development in  Assam had opened the flood-gates o f  

immigration into the state. Demands fo r trading, c le r ica l,
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s k i l l e d  and u n s k i l l e d  s e r v ic e s  in v i t e d  f u r t h e r  im m ig ra t io n  

o f  s u i t a b le  p e r s o n n e l b e lo n g in g  to  n o n -in d ig e n o u s  e th n ic  

g ro u p s  such  a s  M arw arl t r a d e r s  and th e  B e n g a l i  p r o f e s s i o 

n a l s .  A f u r t h e r  p la n k  o f  im p e r i a t i s t  p o l i c y  i n  Assam 

w as t o  s u p re s s  t h e  l o c a l  la n g u a g e  and s e t  up a r t i f i c i a l  

b a r r i e r s  f o r  t h e  sak e  o f  a  cheap  and s i m p l i f i e d  a d m in is t ra 

t i o n .  T h is  p o l i c y  e f f e c t e d  th e  l o c a l  m id d le  c la s s  and 

i n j e c t i o n s  o f  d i f f e r e n c e s  be tw een  them and th e  im m igran ts  

s e r v e d  a s  an in stru m en t t h a t  h e lp e d  t h e  d o c t r in e  o f  'D iv id e  

and R u l e ' .  The Assam ese la n g u a g e  s to o d  su p p re s se d  d u r in g  

t h e  e n t i r e  p e r io d  o f  183 6 -1 8 7 1 . As a  r e s u l t , t h e  s e r v ic e s  

o f  th e  B e n g a l i  ed u ca ted  p e r so n s  became in d is p e n s a b le  in  

a lm o st  all th e  governm ent sch o o l and o f f i c e s .  Thus in  

Assam , as  e ls e w h e re  i n  B r i t i s h  I n d i a ,  th e  e s ta b lis h m e n t  o f  

a  h ie r a r c h y  o f  new o f f i c i a l s  o p e r a t in g  i n  a  new l e g a l  and 

a d m in is t r a t iv e  m ach in ery  th ro u g h  a  new la n g u a g e  opened th e  

w ay t o  w id e -s p r e a d  e x p lo i t a t i o n .  The p o lem ic  be tw een  th e  

Assam ese  and B e n g a l i  la n g u a g e  s in c e  th en  had been  con tin u ou s  

w h ich  I d e n t i f i e s  i n  many w ays t h e  f i g h t  be tw een  th e  in t e r e s t  

o f  an  im m ig ran t and c o m p a ra t iv e ly  advanced m id d le  c la s s  on  

t h e  one hand and an in d ig e n o u s  l e s s  advanced and su p p re ssed  

m id d le  c l a s s  on th e  o t h e r .

D i f f e r e n t  w aves o f  m ig r a t io n  in t o  Assam -  th e  H indu  

B e n g a l i s ,  th e  t e a  la b o u r e r s  and t h e  sm a ll b u t  p o w e r fu l  

M arw a r i e lem en t -  e l l  th e s e  c o n t io n e d  th ro u gh o u t  th e  19th  

and e a r l y  20 th  c e n tu ry .  The im p act o f  th e s e  m ig ra t io n s
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continued to be f e l t  for & long time. The quite different 
p o lit ica l circumstances attending upon the second great 
wave o f  migration into Assam, that o f the Bengali Muslim 
peasantry specially brought to cultivate jute to feed the 
British owned jute m ills, had altogether different p o lit i 
cal and economic motivations. Their impact on the 
language situation was qualitatively different.

On the whole, imperialism acted as a brake on the 
development o f the forces o f production, communication and 
education. Further, i t  had impaired the consciousness of 
the Assamese people causing stagnation. The economic 
changes that took place in the United Ass am-Bengal 
province under colonization had a disintegrating effect on 
the age-old amity between the two communities, Assamese 
and Bengali, who shared an isolated single territory . The 
problem would not have been complicated, but for the fact 
o f the concentration o f Bengali speaking population in 
certain  areas lik e  Cachar, Go alp era and certain urban 
pockets in  the Assam valley d is tr ic ts . This provided, as 
i t  h istorica lly  did in  other parts o f India, a specific 
area where p o litics  could be manipulated. Thus the 
tension between the Assamese and Bengali communities in 
Assam had been nurtured by the British, and later by the 
ruling authorities as suited their interests.

The post-independance period o f  Assam was a period 
o f  economic and social tensions.* The failure of
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independence and p a rtition  to  put a stop to  the in flux  

from East Bengal (subsequently Bangladesh) had added a 
new dimension to the ex istin g  tension  between lin g u is t ic  

communities* There has been a steady inflow  o f  Hindu 

refugees and the continuous in f i l t r a t io n  o f  Muslim 

peasants from Bangladesh* The o f f i c i a l  language issue 

acquired a tremendous importance immediately a fter  
independence* In a sense, since independence an attempt 

at Assam!zation o f  position s and power appeared to  gain 

ground,howsoever im perceptibly. The p o l i t ic a l  leadership 

o f  the Bengali Muslim community s k i l fu l ly  insulated the 

in f lu x  issue from the language issue that dominated the 

scene by getting that community to  return Assamese as 

th e ir  mother-tongue in  the census enumerations. The 

language controversy in  Assam, therefore , was in ciden ta lly  

a c o n f l ic t  between the Assamese and Bengali Hindu 

communities. In the vastly  changed demographic re a lity  

o f  Assam the Assamese were now dependent on some bargain

ing with the other communities to  r e a lis e  th e ir  basic 

democratic righ ts to  have a cu ltu ra lly  homogeneous state 

o f  th e ir  own. The p o l i t ic a l  p a rties  dependent on support 

across ti$e communities agreed not to raise th is  

inconvenient in flu x  issu e . But they had hardly contribu

ted  to  a genuine in tegration  o f  communities and the 

evolu tion  o f  a composite cu ltura l pattern . On the whole, 

p o l i t i c a l  parties succeeded in  putting a l id  on the in flu x
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is s u e . Immigration, exodus, in fi ltr a t io n  and evacuation 

in  one form or the other s t i l l  remain as active  sores in  

th e body p o lit ic ,  retarding economic development and 

causing tensions in  the cu ltu ral and social spheres.

This large  scale  in-m igration has produced many 

d eletariou s e ffe c ts  on the economy o f the s ta te . The most 

serious and ominous o f these e ffe c ts  has been f e l t  in  the 

land economy o f Assam. The Assam’ s economy i s  predomi

nantly agrarian. More than 70  per cent o f the population  

o f the s ta te  derive th e ir  means o f livelih ood  mainly from 

t h is  secto r. But the overcrowding in  agriculture and the 

consequent pressure o f population on land have led to the 

subdivision and fragmentation o f land holdings,disguised  

unemployment and e l l  th is  caused stagnation in  agricu ltu 

ra l p ro d u ctivity. For example, in  a sin gle decade from 

1961 to 1971 , the size  o f per ca p ita  agricu ltu ral holding 

in  Assam registered a decline by 26 per cent as against 

the national average decline o f 16 .7  per cent during the 

same decade. The State Planning Board o f Assam in  the  

d ra ft F ifth  plan estimated th at 77  per cent of the rural 

population o f th e sta te  liv e d  below the poverty l in e .  The 

massive inflow o f  migrants to  the rural sector has g r e ttly  

contributed in  keeping the p rod u ctivity o f agriculture  

station ary at a low le v e l by in te n sifyin g  th e population  

pressure on land. The trend in  agricultural production
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compered to population growth i s  elso not very satisfactory. 

The census data (S ta t is t ica l Hand Book , Assam, 1978) on 

land use pattern indicate a net sown area o f 33 per cent 

an<̂  there i s  no further scope to increase the area under 

cu ltivation . The proportion o f area under forest has come 

down from 38.5 per cent to 26.3 per cent in  the Assam plains. 

Thus the land-men ra tio  i s  lik e ly  to narrow down ; increase 

in  population. Another serious e ffect o f  th is  heavy pressure 

on land i s  the creation o f a considerable number of 

disguised unemployment in  the rural areas. In order to pave 

the way fo r agricultural development in  the state, this  

heavy pressure on land has to be eased.

The state has also lagged behind many other states 

o f  the country in  the sphere o f industrial development. The 

share o f  Assam in  the country's net product from manufactur

ing sector accounted fo r  3.1 per cent during 1960-61 and 

then i t  came down to 2.4 per cent during 1965-66. It  has 

further declined to 2.3 per cent and 2.2 per cent during 

1971-72 and 1972-73 respectively. The per cepita income of 

th is  region has also shown a tendency to decline. In 1978-7? 

the per capita income in  Assam was Rs. 852 compared to 

Rs. 1,236 in  India as a whole. In the absence o f any major 

r is e  in  the per capita income?trade and commerce o f the 

region  have also fa iled  to take o f f  and led to a limited 

employment potentia l. The problem o f unemployment in  Astern 

has become acute due to slow rate o f economic development
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and exceptionally high rate o f  population. In a society 

where there i s  private ownership over land and other means 

o f  production ere lim ited, th is  sudden in flux  o f a huge 

number o f homeless people inevitably creates pressure on 

the economic system and drives the loca l people to t e r r i 

f i c  competition fo r liv in g . Thus the growing problem of 

landlessness and unemployment coupled with decades of 

neglect and underdevelopment explain the ju s t if ia b le  fears 

in  the Assamese mind o f losing  th e ir d istinctive identity  

and culture. It  is  merely a coincidence that the majority 

o f  people coming from erstwhile East Bengal happen to 

speak Bengali which i s  the singlemost important language of 

the immigrants. Therefore, the o f f ic ia l  language issue 

became the focal point o f controversy precisely because i t  

touched upon the issue o f employment as well as cultural 

id en tity . The Assamese viewed the dual language policy as 

a perpetuation o f Bengali domination in  both the employment 

and cultural spheres, On the other hand, the Bengalis 

favoured the equal status o f both Assamese and Bengali 

language in  Assam because that would mean equality of 

opportunity in  employment as well as p o lit ic a l and social 

status. The o f f ic ia l  language issue in  Assam is  no doubt &> 

economic problem and as long as unequal economic re la tion 

ship exists among various sections o f  the people, the 

super-structural differences o f caste, language or re lig ion  

are bound to be exploited by the vested interests to secure 

tac t ica l gains. This i s  indeed the crux o f the situation
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in  Assam* The fact that the whole situation Is a cr is is  
o f  underdevelopment should receive serious consideration. 
Measures fo r  balanced economic growth at accelerated 
rates should be the co llective  endeavour o f  the central 
and state governments. This would remove the isolation  
and the feeling o f negligence as well as the scope for 
the privileged few to exploit the situation to their own 

* advantage.

Thus, due primarily to h istorical reasons, we 
find in  Assam that most issues, even when not remotely 
connected with language, tend to be seen in terms o f 
Assamese and Bengali rivalry. Off and on, situations are 
created which keep the language tension alive and divert 
people’ s mind from the reel issues. Nodoubt, the o f f ic ia l  
language issue has provided an arena for p o litica l parties 
in  Assam to manipulate p o litics  in  order to gain mass 
support. Factional leaders whipped up emotional feelings 
o f  the people and created an alarming situation leading 
to a tota l disturbance o f  normal l i f e  and peace and order. 
They proved by their actions that they would not care less 
even to satisfy their selfish  ends. The Congress party in 
Assam fu lly  benefited from the block voting o f  large 
sections o f  the so-called immigrants. Infact, the immi
grants’ vote was one o f  the main props o f the long Congress 
rule in Assam. It was generally observed during the 
agitations that there was a variance in  attitude and
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behaviour between nationei party organization and their 
lo ca l units. The central organs o f  the nationei parties 
were under strain and were faced with the problem o f 
defiance by the loca l units. It was again obvious that 
a few parties used the language issue to consolidate 
th eir p o litica l base at the local level and did not mind 
taking a diametrically opposite stand from their parent 
organization. Thus, the language can be a great unify
ing as well as a divisive force. In Indian p o lit ic s , i t  
i s  used as a wedge to divide communities. In Assam, 
language issue appears to have been utilized as a pawn 
in  the game o f power p o lit ic s . The tendency throughout 
the period following independence in  a ll these language 
agitations has predominantly been o f  middle class orien
tation . This is  not to deny the just demands o f  the 
majority o f  the population.

An examination o f  the language problem in 
h istorica l perspective thus suggests that a ll steps 
should be taken for the development o f  Assamese language 
and culture. At the same time, while giving o f f ic ia l  
language status to Assamese, the constitutional rights o f 
the minorities should also be protected. It is  important 
to guard against the tendencies o f  national narrow minded - 
ness and linguistic exclusiveness. The Bengali leaders, 
instead o f  constantly harping on the theme o f minority 
rights, would do well to concede that minority rights in 
Assam can be fru itfu lly  enjoyed only when they recognize
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the majority rights o f  Assamese nationality as a historical 
necessity and make the inevitable adjustments befitting the 
composite culture o f the land.
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APPENDIX -  2

2 i i

Idl ASSAM OFFICIAL LANGUAGE ACT, I960 

(As Amended up to 10th November,1967) 

Received the Assent of the Governor on the 17 th h--c. 

1960.

to declare

An
Act

the O ffic ia l  Language of the State of * «•• • ■ •

Preamble

/hereas Article 745 of the ’on?• : ' 

tion orovides that the Legislature of a 

State may by law adopt any one or nor= o f ‘ 

languages in use in the State qs th*= lnr, 

to be used for o f f i c i a l  purposes of the t'< 

and for matters hereinafter apoearing:

I t  i s  hereby enacted in the v t

year of the Republic of India, as fo l lows

Short t it le  
extent and 
com nencement

l . ( A )  This Act may be called tne 

Assam Off ic ia l  Language Act, 1360.

(3) I t  extends to the whole oi t 

State of Assam.

(6 ) It  shall come into forc^ or c 

date as the State Government may, b'; no t ' '’ i 

tion in the O f f ic ia l  Gazetteer, ap oo iv  a
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different dates may be appointed for i f  

o f f i c i a l  purposes and for different oarts 

the State of 4ssam:

Provided that the date or dates

appointed by the State Government in resn

any of the parts of the State of \sram s'-
1

not be later than (ten) years from the  ̂

assent to this act in f i r s t  published in 

o f f i c i a l  Gazette.

2. In this Act, unless ther« is r  

repugnant in the subject or context 

Definitions. (a )  "Autonomous District" means an area

as such under paragraph 1(1) of the Sixth 

Schedule to the Constitution of India.

( b ) "Autonomous Region" means an area i~: 

such under paragraph 1(2) of the Sixth 

to the Constitution of India.

(c ) "District Council" means a District ?•: 

constituted under paragraph 2 of tnc Sixt 

Schedule to the Constitution of India

(d )  (deleted)

(e )  (dpleted)“

( f )  "Prescribe" means orescribed by ru >  

under this Act.

1. Substituted by Assam Act XXII o f " 1964.

2. The clauses (d )  and ( e ) were omitted vide Arsam let 
1961.



www.manaraa.com

Official
language

for
o f f i c i a l  
purposes 
of the 

State of 
Assam

(g )  "Regional Council) means a Regional 

c i l  Constituted under paragraph n op 

Sixth Schedule to the Constitution of 

India.

3. Without prejudice to the provisions 

Articles 346 and 347 of the Constitution 

India and subject as hereinafter provided. 

Assamese shall be used for a l l  or an> of 

o f f i c i a l  purposes of the State of Assam: 

Provided that the English language, s 

long as the use thereof is permissible . fc 

o f f i c i a l  purposes of the Union under any 

made by the Parliament in this behalf)  ar 

thereafter Hindi in place of English, rv,. 

also be used for such o f f ic ia l  purposes o- t. 

Secretariat and the offices of the leads o' 

Departments of the State Government and !■ r j  

manner as may be prescribed :

Provided further that -  

( a )  a l l  ordinances promulgated under \^t : i- 

313 of the Constitution of India :

(b ) a l l  Acts passed by the State Legislature;  

( c )  a l l  B i l l s  to tbe introduced or au~nd^' = 

there to be moved in the State Legislatur'

and
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Safeguard of 
the use of 
language in
the
Autonomous 
region and in 
the Autonomous 
Distr ict.

Safeguard of 
the use of 
Bengali 
language in 
the district  
of Cachar

(d )  a l l  Orders, Regulations, F.ules and 

Laws issued by the State Cover 

under the Constitution of India or an ' 

law made by Parliament or the legislarur- 

of the State shall be published in t ;e 

o f f i c i a l  Gazette in the Assamese langng - .

4. Notwithstanding anytiing in Section r,
only languages whicn are in use immer-i it- 

ely before the comraencement of this 

shall continue to be used for administra

tive and other o f f ic ia l  purposes un to 

and including the level of the iutouo- 

mous Regito or the Autonomous Listric  , as 

the case may be, until the Regional Conor-: 

or the D istr ict Council,in resoect of thv 

Autonomous Region or the Autonomous 

District, as the case may be, by a mn ’or-; - 

of not less than two-thirds of met?,

present and voting decide in favour o'' 

adoption of any other language for an;; of 

the administrative or o f f i c i a l  ourposes 

within that region or d ist r ic t .

5. Without prejudice to the provision^ 

contained in Section 3, the Bengal- 

language shall ue used for administrate r- 

and other o f f i c i a l  purposes uo to an 

including the d istrict levcl  in the s- 

tr ict  of Cachar.
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The use o f
English as
o f f i c i a l
language in
respect o f
examination
conducted
by the Assam
Public
Service
Commission

Rights of 
the
various
l inguist ic
groups

6. Notwithstanding anything in Section c,  m 

examination held by the Assam Public ~>er/ ■ 

Comaission w .ich immediately before the co e 

cement of  tnis Act used to be conducted in : , 

English language shall continue to b so ? •. 

ted t i l l  such time as the use thereof is 

permissible ( fo r  the o f f i c i a l  purposes of th 

Union under any law made by the Parliament .n 

this behalf) .

Provided that a candidate shall  have t •■■■■ 

right to choose the language i  n use in ' . 

State o f  Assam, wiicn was the ne^iu: of hi* 

University examination.

7. Subject to the provision of this Act, "oe 

State Government may by n ot i f ica t ion  issue • 

from time to tine, direct the us° o f  the 1 u -  

guage as may be specified in the n o t i f i e s  . an 

and tn such parts of  the State of  Asssn as an 

be specified therein :

Provided th a t :

(a)  the right o f  the various l in gu is t ic  gro 

in respect o f  mediun of instruction x - 

educational institut ions  as lai^ down i 

the Constitution of  India snail  not
affected :
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( b ) the State shall not, in granting aid to c r 

eational and cultural institutions, ^e icr . -  

minate against any such institution on 

grounds of language}

( c )  the rights to appointments in the Assam ' . 

l i e  Services and to contract and otner av'c- 

tions shall be maintained without discrir,^ ; : 

tion on the grounds of language; arid

(d ) in regard to noting in the off ices in

region or d is t r ic t  i f  any member of the sun.'

i s  unable to note in any of the district

language, the use of English shall be oerv: *

ed by the Heads of Departments so Ion™ a.'

use thereof is  permissible ( fo r  the o ^ i o . u

purposes of the Union under any law made
5

the Parliament in this behalf ) .

8. (1 )  The State Government shall ha/e the now

to make rules for carrying out the purposes 

of the Act.

Power to make (2 )  Every rule made under tnis section e.ui*
rule s.

be laid as soon as may be after  it  is  -v.. , 

before the Assam Legislative Issembiy wn. 

i s  in Session for a total Period of fourth . 

days which may b^ comprise^ in one scr - ic '  o

5. Inserted by Assam Act XXII of  1364, original Section b h  m 
re-numbered as clause (1).
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6. Substituted

in two successive sessions, and i f ,  oefor< in-
it

expiry of the session in wnich^is so l a i '  or 

the session immediately fo llow in g , the i s 5 an 

L egislative 4ss<=mbly agree in making an ; 

m odification in the rule or the Assam le g is la 

tive  Assembly agree that the rule shoal-'’ not 

be madd, the rule shall thereafter have 

only in such modified fora or be o f no e ' ° e t ,  

as the c?,se may be ; so, however, that an. sa • 

m odification or annulment shall be without

prejudice to  the valid ity  o f anytnine n r e  - i o i e -

6
ly done under that rule.

by Assam Act XXII o f  1964.



www.manaraa.com

225

APPENDIX- 3

ASAM SAHITYA SABHA' S MEMORANDUM 
TO THE UNION HOME MINISTER 

JUNE 29, 1961

ASSAM SAHITYA SABHA

G en era l S e c re t a ry 's  Office 
V a iJ a y a n t i, Sa ran iya  

G au h ati, Assam 
Ju ly  29,1961

S h ri L a i Bahadur S h as tr i  
Home M in is te r  
Government o f  In d ia  
New D e lh i

S u b jec t t The Assam O f f i c i a l  Language Act I960

D ear S i r ,

In con tin u ation  o f  ou r memorandum subm itted to  you a t  

Gauhati on June 4 , 1961, we on b e h a lf  o f  Assam Sah itya  Sabha 

b e g  to  make the fo l lo w in g  subm ission f o r  you r kind c o n s id e ra 

t io n .

1, W ith  the passage o f  the Assam O f f i c i a l  Language 

Act 1960 i t  was e a rn e s t ly  hoped by the p eop le  o f  Assam th at  

the language question  was s e t  a t  r e s t ,  and th a t  e f f o r t s  cou ld  

now be d ire c te d  towards the r e s to ra t io n  o f  harmony among 

d i f f e r e n t  se c t io n  o f  the S t a t e 's  p eo p le . May i t  p lea se  be 

noted a ls o  th a t  a lthough  t h is  p iece  o f  l e g i s l a t i o n  d id  not 

adequately  meet the d e s ire  o f  the Assamese peop le  and those
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o t h e r s  who u n r e s e r v e d ly  su p p o r te d  th e ca u se  o f  th e  Assamese 

la n g u a g e  b e in g  th e  o n ly  o f f i c i a l  lan gu a ge  o f  th e  S t a t e ,

Assam S a h lty a  Sabha and th e  p e o p le  o f  Assam a c c e p t e d  the 

A c t  in  c o n s id e r a t i o n  o f  th e  s p e d la l  c ir c u m s ta n c e s  th e p r e v 

a i l i n g  and in  th e  hope t h a t  th e  s a fe g u a r d s  g iv e n  in  th e  A ct 

t o  th e  l i n g u i s t i c  m i n o r i t i e s  -  even  t o  th e  e x t e n t  o f  more 

than what sh o u ld  have been  r e a s o n a b ly  done -  w ou ld  go t o  

b r in g  b a ck  p e a ce  t o  t h i s  u s u a lly  p e a c e fu l  S t a t e .

2 .  I t  i s  v e r y  u n fo r tu n a te  th a t  a s e c t i o n  o f  the 

B e n g a l i  p o p u la t io n  o f  C a ch ar, m o s t ly  E a st B e n g a l r e fu g e e s  

and r e fu g e e  l e a d e r s  drawn from  among th e  urban  p e o p le ,  who 

h ave  a lw ays b een  v e ry  v o c i f e r o u s  in  t h e i r  u n ju s t  demand f o r  

B e n g a li  b e in g  made a secon d  o f f i c i a l  la n gu a ge  o f  th e  S ta te  

o f  Assam, la u n ch e d  a m i l i t a n t  o r g a n is a t io n  l i k e  th e  C achar 

Z i l a  Gana-Sangram P a r is h a d . T o make th e s i t u a t i o n  more 

awkward, th e  C ongressm en I n c lu d in g  l e g i s l a t o r s  and members 

o f  th e  Assam P r o v i n c i a l  C o n g re ss  Com m ittee o f  th e  d i s t r i c t  

p la y e d  th e  r e b e l  r o l e  by j o i n i n g  t h i s  unw arranted  movement in  

s p i t e  o f  w a rn in g s  from  th e C o n g re ss  P r e s id e n t ,  and form ed 

B h asa  A ddolan S a m it ie .  A v e ry  u n n a tu ra l s i t u a t i o n  was th u s  

c r e a t e d ,  and t h i s  cu lm in a te d  f i s e r a b l y  in  th e  d e a tn  o f  n i n e -  

t e e n t  p e r s o n s  a s  r e s u l t s  o f  p o l i c e  f i r i n g s  on May 19 arid June 

1 9 ,  1 9 6 1 .

3 .  D u r in g  t h i s  c r i t i c a l  s i t u a t io n  you  w ere k in d  t o  

come t o  Assam and e x p lo r e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  s o l v i n g  th e t a n g le .
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Bat the solutions proposed by you In your declaration of Jun* 

6, 1961 of amending Clause 5 o f the Assam O ffic ia l  Language 

Act 1960 to do away with the provision relating to Mahkuma 

Pari shads, e tc ., seemed to have case wily under duress of 

circumstances, and the decision of the Government of Assam anc 

the Executive Committee of Assam Provincial Congress Committee 

seemed to be very hasty, perhaps prompted by a sincere desire 

to give some fulfilm ent to the wishes of the agitators of 

Cachar.

4. But the profession of these agitators to be able

to speak out the whole heart of Cachar was very seriously

fa ls i f ie d  by the events in that d is tr ic t  very immediately
♦

following their movement . Their agitation roused indignation 

and sharp opposition in the whole of rural Cachar as well ts 

in the outskirts of the few small towns in the d is tr ic t . The

unreasonableness of the demand of the San gram Pari shad was 

clearly  proved by the spontaneous rising among the indigenous 

people, the Kacharis, the Hmars, the Manipurls, the Hindustha- 

n is , and nearly the whole Muslim population of Cachar. The 

discomfitures of the Parishad started by May 23, when you were 

s t i l l  engaged in the negotiations. The menacing hostility  

offered by the Sangram Parishad could not suppress the people, 

who came out with open support to the o f f ic ia l  language. 

Assamese, in meetings, processions and delegations. We can in * 

no way think that the strong public opinion thus expressed for

having Assamese only as the o f f ic ia l  language of Assam is  to be
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tregted with neglect or connivance i f  we mean to respect demo

cracy.

5. We, therefore, fe e l i t  to be our duty to make the 

submission that the decision to amend the language Act in the 

ligh t of your suggestions w i l l  be unwarranted from facts and 

principles of democracy, and w i l l  neither be conducive to the 

"stab ilization  of the situation regarding the language issue 

in Assam" nor in any way " fa c ilita te  fin a l peaceful settlement 

f a i r  to a l l " ,  which must be the sincerest desire o f us a l l  now. 

This decision, taken under duress and based upon the i l l e g i t i 

mate demand of an extremely limited section of Cachar's people, 

cannot naturally have the e ffects of permanent good.

6. The Assamese people strongly resent thqt their 

legitimate demand fo r  the recognition of Assamese a& the only 

o f f ic ia l  language of the State, which has been only partia lly  

fu l f i l le d  in the Assam O ffic ia l Language Act 1960 as i t  stands, 

whll be further adversely affected i f  the Act i s  amended so as 

to do away with the provision regarding 4ahkuma Parishads. it  

need perhaps scarcely be pointed out that with a l l  the safefuards 

fo r  the minority languages as already embodied in the Act and the 

amendment to i t  now proposed, the Assamese language w ill  be 

reduced to the status of a regional o f f ic ia l  language within the 

Stater This apparently would be in contravention of constitu

tional propriety, as has been vouchsafed by the Prime Minister of 

In d ia 's  le tte r to the West Bengal Provincial Congress V ic -- 

President i
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"But i t  is  clear to me, in giving f u l l  recognition 

tp the regional language such as Nepalese, the State 

language does not cease to function. The State language

is  anyhow the language for the whole State................... In

giving a minority language f u l l  protection, we should 

not do something which may adversely affect some other 

group in that area."

We take our stand firmly on th is constitutional right of + he 

o f f ic ia l  language when we demand that Assam's o f f ic ia l  lan

guage, Assamese, cannot or should not be shut o f f  from 

Cachar or, fo r that matter, an)i other part o f the State. /.e 

pray that the Government may not do positive harm to the 

acknowledged o f f ic ia l  language only in deference to a precip

itate  demand fcf unreasonableness.

7. We have already» in our memorandum submitted to 

you bn June 4 la s t , attracted your attention to the provoca

tive writings of the Calcutta papaers add the constant in c ite 

ments provided by irresponsible utterances o f the West Bengal 

po litic ian s. No peaceful attitude is  to be expedted from the 

Bengalis of Assam until and unless there be a quiet on this 

agitational front. Without this provocation from outside, Assam 

can, we are sure, always be expected to be peaceful. We,there

fo re , earnestly hope that you would kindly use your kind 

influence to that the extraneous agencies of v ilif ic a t io n  an  ̂

provocation do not disturb Assam's calm.
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8* The la test resolutions of the Executive Committee 

of Asam. Sahitya Sahha on the language issue v is -a -v is  the 

Cachar trouble re fle c t , we be lieve , the public opinion in 

Assam, and the Sabha has the apprehension that any attenrot 

at this stage to a lter the provisions of the Assam Officia  

Language Act I960* despite a l l  unsatisfactory features in 

them, w il l  seriously disturb Assam's atmosphere now somewha 

stabilized as you rightly judge.

In the circumstance, S ir , we beg to request you to 

reassesstthe whole situation, and advise the Government 

of Assam to take very early steps fo r the implementation 

of the Assam O ffic ia l Language Act I960 as i t  now stands.

Yours fa ith fu lly ,
Q

Maheswar Neog 
General Secretary 
Assam Sahitya Sabha
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GLOSSARY

t

Araalahs —  an agent or suoordinate officer

Bora —  an officer over twenty paiks

Chatre —  a student

Deka Dal —  youth association

Hazarika —  an officer entrusted with the 

supervision over thousand paiks.

Kelita —  a peasant caste ranked high in 

the Brahmaputra Valley

Kayastha —  a high caste in the Brahmaputra 

Valley often inter-marrying 

with Kalita.

Key as —  Marwari traders community

Kuli —  the refined terminology now in 

use is chah Mazdoor.

Laguas —  slaves

Mouzadar —  a revenue collector on commission 

basis.

Mo am aria —  a religious sect of the Vaishneva 

faith in the Brahmaputra Valley.

Paik —  a ryot under the Ahom rule whose 

duty was to render service to the 

king or the State.

Ryot —  peasant cultivator.

Ryotwari —  a system of land revenue settle

ment made by government with each 

individual cultivator without the 

intervention of third party.
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Sabhe

Samrekshi.nl Sabha -  

Sanmilen —

Sarbajenik 

Tahsil

Tahsilder —

Zeminder —

an assembly

a society fo r  conservation, 

a conference, an associate body, 

fo r a l l ,  universal

a revenue subdivision o f s district
o ffic e r  in  charge o f  a tah sil.

landholder, paying revenue to 
government d irectly , hence,Zamindari.
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