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".ut' ~ -,,_ . . 
A Historiographical !'erspec::s·::i ;e:·Wx muaau ID<tla,. 

I wish to express my most_ sincere thnnks to the >;;xecutive committee 

_and the general members of t.':!e north .'Sc.st India History Association for the 

honour they. hae done me by electing me as President for its second annual 

session. MYself a founder member, I felt duty-ilound to accept this honour, 
• 

in the ho~ that this session would be anottier step forward towards deepenir:g 

?ur historical consciousness in more than one direction, particularly, in 

ilnderstalldir:g the m2D~sided problems of the history of this region. 

' 
~e H>rth Bast India ';i.story Association is still in its infancy 

and time is ·not yet ripe :for a stock-ta!<i~, Its first t,o years of _existence 

saw through a p(,ri.od whim fue .. re(lion was in great turmoil and much of 

educational. activities had remained disturbed. Nevertheless, it can be said 

even at this staee that the Association's existenc~ has already been felt by 

the tcachiru connnunity at large, the universities of the region, the :Ji:>rth 

!;)astern council and the Indian council of "!istoricel ::>.csearch. ~·Je, parti

cularly, owe gratitude to ?rofessor IT· rr, Ba.rpujeri, the out[loing founder

president of this Association and doye11 of this region• s historians, for 

shepherdiq:; us through these years in th> wilderness, ~1e are grateful to 

him, not only for his many-sided contributions to the historiography of our 

regiori, but also for his uncompromisi~X~ stan! on the independent arn 

truth~indizt:; role of historians, under all !dnds of circumstances. 

I am referring here to the service bo rendered to our host, the 

l)ibru[';arh University, ~rhile serving on a commission of ell<!uiry into a 

delicate academic issue i!!Volvi~ the historian's craft, I may also make 

e. mention here of his scientific contribution, in a recent scmimr, tD,ards 

exploding the age-old myth of tilere haviru been a native clerlm 1 conspiracy 

at the root of the displace:nent of the Assamese laDgUage trOD loca.l schools 

* Presidential address delivered at fue second anrmel conference of the 
!l:>rth East I!:dia History. J.ssociation, held et the ))ibrugarh University, 25-27 
september 1981 (sligl:tly abridged), All footmtcn to follow constitute a 
post-script. 



1 
nnd courts in tho 1830s. On both these .occasions, as "ell as on the 

of 
oocneionLbie dianosod.etixc hirnscif fron the G.avorrnnent•s "olit!.cal ?story 

of J,sswn Project after the first voluz:te was rearly, he did highlight the 

historian• s rolo as that of a fear leas truth-see!~er. .. • • ~re look foxvard 

to his continued interest in this Association. 

II 

In H::>rth-Enat India, we hElVe a rich tradition of historical wri tiQl;, 

source materials on regional history for periods, ancient and medieval -

inscriptions, coins, sculptures, architectural ruins, chronicles and literary 

sources -- all these have been ~obed into by rnany scholars as they are 

still doing. standard sccondazy wor!cs ar>art, well-edited compilations of 

tho sourco materials aro also mrsilable by now in handy publications. ~hese 

havo mnde ihc future ocholara 1 tns;<n nll the more convenient and easy. 

•!owovor, within tho lust fow yonrs so l!laiJY now materials - coins, inscriptions, 

im~gos otc. - havo boon unearthed and so mney nt!l< questions have been posed 

that there io no scope for oomr>lacency. A lot core has to be done in the 

mnttor of ool!lpilntion of and syster:Jatio enquiry into the prir:Je.ry sources. 

For instance, tho oatalll(;Ue of the provincial coin cabioot which was last 

revised in 1930 has 1101< become totally out-dated,!! so is the J)Cscriptive 

C."'taloeue of Mnnuocript.J :::repnrcd lo~ P,CO by Tiem Chandra Goawam and 

printed at tho Calcutta university !"ross. so far as ancient ani r:Jedieval 

in.scripti~ns nrc concerned, "c nre h01<ever 'in a oore coJ:Ifortable !_)Osition 

thanks to sol!lo recent publicntions broUGht out by the University of Gauhati 

and tho Asal!l Prnl<ashan ?arish a:J., 3 It is in the field of catnlogui~ the 

available old coins PJld l!lnnuscript chronicles and publicntion or such 

catalogues, vi th all necessary infornation regnrdi~ theix: physical conditions 

nm "hercabcuts, that eovcrr.r:tcnt action is called for '00 su:ppletOOnt private 

efforts. The fl:JVermcnt o:r .~ssar.t' s reoourcos in ocn and !!lOney should have 

been better em~cd precisely in this sphere, rather then in the preparation 
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of an 1 official• political history. search for and preservation of 

historical docucents and objects and the creation of an ic:frastructure in 

the fom of libraries, archives, I:!Useuos and f~ authorities - these 

should have remained the prinary and proper area of the state • s cll.rect 

interest in historical research. 

'Ihis brir:g s us to the question of relations between the existi~ 

research boo.ies and the G:overment. Historical research, if it is to be 

carried on with scientific conpetence all<l. sit~>le-oindedness, needs 

supporti~ f:Unds free the public exchequer. •·.lhetber channelized directly 

or through agencies, such funds, if "ithout stril'gs, are always welcoce. 

I have no knowledge of the situation in this r-o--c;ion• s other states. In 

Assnm, ho,.JCVcr, the staters perfomance on this account does not appear 

satisf~ctory. The :~p Anusandhan samity (est.1912), the oldest body for 

histor:i,cal research in this region, continues to receive only a ceagre 

s::an1>-in-aid not worth.nentiol:d.tth and is in a ooribund condition today. 

The journal it once used to pu.blish is no core !>rought out rccrularly. 

Associated 1<i th the oenorie s of emin2nt scholars like· Padt:lanatb Vidyavinod, 

H·C• Go~aoi and rr.L. Barua, fuis sick institution needs today nursi~ ani 

preservation. The Goverllt:lent shculd c.one forward and find "ays and oeans, 

in consultation with local historians and interested' publio bodies,, to turn 

it once no:re into an active research .body, while it continues to be 

autcnonou:i as before.· 

It appears that, though lo~ eware of its special responsibilities 

towards the cause of historical research, the state Goverllt:lent 'in Lssat:l 

lfas never able to f on:Julate a lotU-tem policy on the catter. Instead of 

l~ting.its activities to discovery and preservation of the objects of 

antiquity and to encouragi~ autonooous scllolerly bodies to take up creative 

research, it has always tried to intrude into even fue latter sphere .directly 

through nepart=ntal action; and that, too, ha?hazardly. Its still active 
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IJCpartoent of Historical and. Antiquarian studies, a legacy of ihe "British 

times, is poorly otaffed, though burdened ,fl.th multifarious activities from 

collection of antiquarian objects to the publication of source ~:~aterials, 

the running of a .research library and the routine drudgery of supplyizg 

answers to questions raised on the floor of the ,1\Ssac Legis-lative JI.Ssembly. 

'!ho result is that it h~ failed to live up to its Past traditLon under ihe 

changed circUDstances. 

yet another venture of the Goverment after Independence vas to 

appoint a SPecial Officer, with ,a separate establishilent to collect materials 

for vri ti~ a histo:ey of the. freedoo. struggle in -the region. lifter vastirtt 

lal<hs of rupees on tho project duriDg the 1950s and early sixties, ihc project 

vas finally clOsed down. Later, .during the '!):lergency, a full-fledgeci 

nepartl!lent for PreParation of political History of-Assam vas created in the 

cidef Ministor•s secret!U'iat alt::C?st overnight ~ a GoverllCent ~tificaticin 
. dated 22 ~ecber ,1975• .'Ihe said,poJ.ttical history h~ been prepared and 

pu.blished. in tliroc· volWJes by 1980, .this J)l!partcent also ,.as finally -: and 

riehtly - wound up. This kind of state enterprise in historiography on an 
ocergency foo't:I.Ig reoains perhaps unique in Indian experience'~-

'!he GoverllCCnt • s interest in procotitg hi; story is surely· cocmendable, 

but not the drift'and lack of direction in its relevant policy. The 
0 ; • 

IJCpartcont of Historical and ,Antiquarian studies, unlike the af?resaid 

IJCPiir~~t, still maintains its existence. !!owwer, it is obVious th8t·at 
. . . ' . 

can no coro serve a useful purpos~ in its present fom. It needs a total 
' \ . . . ' \'' . .· ~ 

rocri!;anis'ation. l·.rh~te~r antiquarian activities ':it i_s associated with, 

should 'beloll8. to an. appro~~te departcent of archeology, h~ a cocplete . . ' . . 
eotabli~nt of· necessary trained personnel. And for historical studies, 

. - ' ' '· '•. . . . 
.the present Directorate, together with the. ~ani Handiqui Dlsti-t;ute, al.ght . . . . 
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be transfomed intb a full-fle~~d ~IJd--auto~OlllOUS research bOdy with 

. necessary state end UDiversi ty support. ibis suggestion, if· accepted by 

_the authorities concerned~ I believe, will go a loxg way in oeetixg the 

needs of scholars e~aged in historical :res~/;l.in this state. 

I have Jmpt ny observatiqns liti:l.ted tc what b.as been done and 
_' . ·: ·.:: .. ' ~ ~ 

could be done by 1he Goverll!llellt.,in:'iiss8m •. In other,sta.tes of the region, 

the neture of ti problel!lS -~ task~ is dif:thh:tni.·.·Orga~zations evolved, or 

tc be yet evolved, to promte bistcl-:t.ciiltrese~ ~t not :follow- a set 

Pattern. But here, teo, appropriato' rel-iit:l'onSbips petwe~ govermncnt end 
I . . .. . 

. autcnoD.ous bOdies will have tc' li?r:worken out. 

III 

·lll our regio11 of seven si'ster stateEJ, one ·cannot but DOte a degrecr 
• .• ~ ,. . "• . - •• ·J 

·of unevenness in the structuri.rg of histcry.of_ :these states, particularly, :l.n 
-~~ :. . . . . . . ...; ' 

te:rms of 1he time ~!lilioJ;I•· .ll.ss813 is a well-charted field of erqniry1 with 
. -'···- ·_ . 

its written records going back tc the 4th ceJ.lturr . .ll.•P•.. -ihe historiographical 

literature on .ll.ssel1 is ,r:f.ch wiih its neat per:l.odi:~;ation into times - ancient, 
· .. . . ·r, . -

medieval and modern. BUt this kind ·of neat per:l.odization breaks dow-n, the --- . . . . 
11!l0100nt the histori.all enters the .prelitcrrate Parts of 1he region. ~Te bavo no . . . . .. . . 
lmowledgo as to how- the hills areas were peopled end how they fared in 

. " - -: . . . . rr • 

_ancient til!leso 

. .... • ... ..• •· .1.: '.: ; r-. ::- . • . • 

It is only __ after .the 1.Jth century that Tr:f.pura, Ma!lipur end pa:rta · 

of Meghalaya beg~ tc ~~- wd,tinn .-tile ~ach 6:f hist0r:l.ogra};ily1 but only ron· 
. - .. -· •• - _.,' • - . • . . ;'r .j, . . . . . :. 

. the basis of legends, sooe late chronicles llld other-Written records and a,.·' 

few datable antiquarian objects. consequently, our tmowied(!e about how- they 

fared in medieval t:ln!s is also erlremly i~equate as ~oz:JPared to our . 
. ' 

knowledge of the Bl'almaputra Valley. lll :fact, for mst Parts of our regioll, 

t.b.e starti~-poilrt of proper hisix>riography falls within what is conventionally 
' 

called the modern period of InUen histo:r;r. It is then that, under British 
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adm:lnistrat:i.on, a p_lethora. of written records describing these parts, as well 
as the tribes inhabiting thel:l, begin·to appear, tlms providing historians wiih 

som solid stuff to start with. UDle~· the cirCUI:IStances, the conventional 

por:l.odization into times ancient, Dcdieval and I!IOdern is hardly :Cieaningful in 

our region, outside the Bralu:laputra Valley. In Megbalaya, I~ol'e:CI; Negalend 

and J\rllnachal in particular • and l'artly also in Assam, Manipur end Tr:i.pura -

pre-modern history, as well as much. of so-called modern history,has to be 

.. ~oessarily pNhistory and- prcitq-history; 
··i.~·;:· 

J:f this be so, then the historian of this region bas to be largely 

unconventional in hia methodology as ~ll. Here, more '-than anywhere else, · 

the methods of oral history ~ a s:lg~ioant role to ·pl·£F• if we· are ~. 
ezteDd our present knowledge furthar backwards into past history. ibe 

Vl'iahnava charita-puthis in Assamese, that throw l:!ght on the lives of Vaish-

: na~a sain_ts and maey aspects of the then .Assll)llese ·society; were nothing but 

oral history, carefully recorded during the 17th-1Sth centuries. :rJJven f-odq 
we could illuminate, as ihe···ah!irita-puihi authors did, ·lllallY aspects of the 

Assamese social development on which eztant records by themselves are silent -

by. way of recorcl.iig and analyzing what·.people still remember <!f their past. 

Eor. the hills areas, the ililportance. of SQch m·ethods capnot. be o_ve~stated. · TO 

some. -ertont, we could rework local his'tor:l.es backlrards in these hills tribal - . . . 
areas by wrq bf collecting ihe geDeolog:!.cal tables of the oldest chiefs and - . 
magician-priests as w.rll as the folklore still surviving amongst the tribes. 

. • . -: -.. .t· 
,._'Ibis wrq ·somo idea ab~t their jlligration patterns, their ways of life in 

' J.)re-colonial times eDd iheir inter!\Ctd.oJ~iih the plains-dwelling peoples could 

bo formed. \~on did they repl~ee their he'o?J-thic tools by iron tools ? vrhen 

· and how ihey moved from shifting jh1llll to permanent terrace cultivation, and -. 
from hoe to plough, in those p;e.c~s where such phenomem ezist ? · '!<Then end how 

· .. was the firearm· introduced and "wnat w~~ its mp;.ct oD. social and political 

organization? why'rud:lme!!.tary state foi-tio:Ds took>place·in certain tribal 
. - \" . ._ 

.::.-societies and. not in others ? such are the questions t.liat hi~orians, in 
• •I ~··· L• • • 

collaboration with other social scientiSts, will have to answer. 
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, .. ~l:h±story m:ight miscai-ry unles!i! the historian possesses an acute 
sense .. of .. the. ,;J . .'?gio ·of .historical developamt and is al!le to pu'l; ..bat is 

gle-~d.~!:!:~'!';l.!!·,cet:IOry iu :Lts prOpor place .on the appropriate title-scale 

,~f,~late.d:known events. its methodology, involvi~ the use of interviews, 
-·· .r • 

questionaires nnd.:tnpe-1'ecordi~:'eto.~ has core risks of being incompetently 

handle.d than '!;he .conventional ill!thodology. Public memory itself gets 

_i~l','\af!l:i..~~y .. cou;fused and blurred :over time. nonce more cnro and. rigorous 

~tr~~:~,,:oeceas~.·to meke oral history fruitful. A boginni~;.hno nlroody 
·~ . "'., . -. . .. . 
bee_n . .DJM.e.i:,;in,.ifu.ia:·sphe:i'O by'individual scholars as well as by the NOrth Zest 

;T!l .. ,) ,:... ....... •· - . .• ' 

)~:,H ,¥~!S~j;y,..llJid we look forward to not only the extension of such· research 

ac~~1i~eSt .lu:l;. l!lso: .t·o the ·:Perfection of the meth~ds and tools in use, thro~h 

ade"'quate academic measures at the l)h:iversity level. 

. _..,_ ,. 

l!l~tened,Bri tish adJ:i:j n:j strators - some of, ihem were also trained· 

. anthropplcgists 1 - left belii~ sy's~~tic accounts of the tribes they studied. 
"''-':.. ..•.•• -- • • . • "I ' ' •· • • 

. BUt, they die;\ tl!is spade-work'Wi th their 19th century imperialist· outlook'·thct 

kd ~sllllll~ an'~hangilt ·clih-ac~r for ihe .oriental societies in general, and 
:t-!'. :t~--- •. -- • ·. . . . ... ~ . . ' • ~ ,·' 

tb,e h.ills tri~ sdciet:l.ea•iD. particular,· with a view to projeoti~ tho 
""'t .t:.: • • • . . . . . 
·~~ish .~le .as a legit:Lllbte' egeh~ of progress• Each .. tribe used to be 

. d~scr:i.be.i in isolation f~of!r'tlih ofuer tribes and from. the world of .the plains 

. . '...... . . -- . . . .. . . - . 
peopl,e •. ~~~·resultant mcin~rapir:rollowe.i. a set standJ11'd pattern in .dlich the 

"¥-~s ~:~·lh ~.¢.c'fi:ltci 81!1 so -ma;Df fos'iihiseci s~llJ!3ntS ~ humanity,. for 'whom trade 
!''!.. ~ • . •-. - -~ • . . fr '' 
and,.,c'/R-,'I;&p'ti~. w:i,i;q· seirtled ~ties had no mentioJI!'ble impBCto' ~eao · ' .. ~· ~· .. . .. - . . 

monograph!! .aleG failed tcr se'e that ifie gr"ow:I.Ig priv~'(;e prOjlcrty .righi;s in' 
.. :...;r';.•.:: ... '--'-' ,---- •. - . • .... ·-·. - . . 
stocks .. C!;l:,.grain,· livestock, orcha:rds and terraced ~dey lands carried gei'ms 
::t·~:-.:; .. : . - ~ ••. ..~.- ,. • . . . . • • .. 

of a process of chaDge within' each tribe, however· slow that !!light hsve been. 

·~growth of such link lapguages es 'Nflltalilese• and •,ArtUlamesiiJi,4 ·' the· 

.<NOltttion of some' chie'fJ~ i~t;, statehood "aD.t ihe liPread ohei: riee cultivation 
~ - ~ • ;r• • r • ; ::- '' ·- ·, - - .... :1- •.• 

. and· Iiar·:,,rld crOps llke tobacco, chi,ll,ies slll1 Pineapple• -. all before the 

cp~ o:f ,'ihe Britidl ;;, the~e mcienc~s of :the tribes havizg 1(history 'were DOt 

given ~e~e at~nti0n •. ·itu; task befor,e to.iay•s or~ ~torians is to ·dig up 

this history end push. it as far back in· '!;:U!re as possible oil.a scientific basis• 
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NOt tribal societies as ~J~ch, but scme of their ri tuels and custOI!IS 

were indeed crystallised relics of the pest,. comparable to :fossils. Dats 

of socicJ, anthropology on such relics, es those of historical and. cOI:Iparetive 

l~uistics, ere Bll'ely useful for reconstzucti~ the past. similarly, 

another sister discipline - archeology- too, hes a special role in extending 

the historical time horizon of our enquiry into the bills tribal societies. 

Recently archeology has cede bdg strides in our region. sYstematic 

excavations in the Gero l'.l:l.lls and the NOrth Cechar Eills have added to our 

knowledge of the spread of the south-East Asian neolithic culture in our 

hills and plains in ClOre definitive tems than before. A new vista for 

Indian prehistory has been opened up thereby. However, more significant for 

the historian of this region ere the results of the excavations at Acbari, . . . . 

. Itonegar and Halinithan, that throw much light on the pre-13th. century 

.AssaDese civiliz~tion. 

JU"Cheolcay will be abie, EPDe @y, to provide answers to some· Of 
:.., .. 

our questio1111 posed in connec~ionwith·1he historiography of the bills.areas-

soy, for-;instenoe1· one reg~ the introducition oi iron in the ~si and 

Jaintia ~lls.• 1~hen the neolithic people entered AssaD from sOU:th East Asia 

thsy_,did not possess m:v Jmo,,lecle;e of iron. 11ds· knowledge, qether with 

that ,,q~ cattle-powered plq~h and wet rice W!lS brought to Assel:l by the 

Indo-JU'Yillll!• In 18'!2 Lt. lUle was so cuch impressed by the DID!lerous and 

. extensive traces of fomer ·iroll"1liniJ:Jg sites 1:0 tb., Ialasi Hills that he 

gu .. sed these to <~have occupied the poPJlatiori for twenty oenturie~n.5 In 

the. absence of conclusive .evidence, we si.Dply do no kiiow how !lid when the 

Ialasis took to iron-SDOlti~ end the canufacture and 'use ·of iron il:lplements. 

so far, the earliest evidence of iron maimfactures of .the '1~wi:is cones down 

to us from the late medieval Assal:iese chroniclers'• · 

ibe typical ~houl!lered Uon hoe of the !!basis, which is still in use, 

eight not be as old as lUle Disht have thought it to be. BXt surely it has 

a lo~ history of develop:mnt tbet could be traced froc fiDds of shouldered 
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stone celts. in ihe ueoli thic sites of north-east India• In· this connection, 

the excavations at ihe t.ro Y.=P villages of· SBl'lltoru and ·Mnrekdola, borde~ 

on the l!Jlasi u;Llls,_ recently carrfed on by S•N• I!A0 1 throv SOCia light. 6 At . 

sorutara, an undated neolithiQ site, seven shouldered stone eelto, 'reaembli~ 
presenil-day Bllas:i hoes were found togethex"· with crude cord-lllQl'ked pottery of 

the south-sas-5 Asian .neolithic types. At Morekdola, its adjnoerrt post-neolit.Uo 

site, only one such ston~.-·~~lil"wl,ls found together with fine .Ambnri~ i,lottory 

and other ·~bjects.wbic~ ·ar;. ·ciefini't!tly datable within the 9-th"'13th oentur1eo 

(11PP8r ~'t r 1292 A•D·fbi a COI!Ibinatlo~ ~f oarbon-14 and oiher mothoda. 

!!JIB two sites;:· 'be'fl..<een thel:lr encapsulate fu~ phase of :technical progress of 
' . . .. ~ . . .· . . 

the sJ;!oulderecl: _hoe~~ing ll!Ui's:ie fr01:1 .crucl:e pottery to the usc! of· whee~·turned 
- :·":"' • • • . • • .... .'"r . 

pottery; tlade· in,.tbe plains, i:Dd .. - as it appears·-. fxom stone hoes to iron 
''·.·r. . .. "' ~ .,:_ •. , • 

hoes, though ·no i:r;on objects were found on ihe•'silt:le.site. :the s:!gnificout point 

is that ev'en so late ~r in th!! .9th•13th C~ntUrY peJ'iOd, . ihe atone hoe had not ·-... .. . ·. _, . ' ... 
altogether vanished even 'fr<)d the subcontaOO' ·tracts .that were already in close 

. . . ·- . . .. 
contaci~'W':ith,&:~~a#..•:' 1he stone celt was at:i.ll·in usa,, as IlaO ooncludea, for 

its :~;YI:Ibolio, ·i~ ~~t fo.r ita :timotl.onal ~alue. ~re ~ furlher conclude that, 

~e~'if ifie:Bllas:ie ~ startect ente~~·the iron cge ~ few'ceuturies anrlier, 

.~e:·~~~'of the ~tons·h~e riltst blwe lo~ pe~sisted until ita usa was redu~ad w 
_ .• '/,: .- • I • I -. •, . '•_' • - • 

insig:id.:ficance or pere SY!'lbolim by the 13th cen~~-

In eey' case, once iron was in use, its abondant proctuctl.on led to 
ce~ econOI:II.c end political charges wiihin ihe l!hasi society. ~lith iron 

. ~es the' soi;l .could be "Puddled inw cud for wet rice cultivati~n, 1:10re 
efficiently.. On the ·b~is· of an incnased rice production for coDStmption 

· .. ~ ~- SU:rplus ~~-output 'for. trpde with the.swroalldi~ plains, the 'FJlasi 

~~iety mvei[.y,c; 'ihe · ~tege of ~Jtete fomati~ bY the 15th ceJl'tluy. · prom this 
. . . . 

tine ODWards we have a· genealogy of tba Jaintl.a Bi~· :thus,- we find thnt t:IJ:Ie 

and space, when out of reach of our written records, coulcl be probed into ~ 

historians through a cocbimtl.on of oral·history Dethods with :those o1. 

archeology, sodal anthropology and other disciplines. 
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Jii]cient hi13tory of the /"seam plains could also be extended backward • 

beyond tlie 5th-4th centuries, the SCl!le way; '!he Mahabharate. and ·:several.· 
' ·; . . , I . ., 

Puranoo1 that were rewritten beween circa 2nd century B•C• and 2nd century 

A•D•, the !!"alikn-Purana of the 9th/10th century A•D• and the copper Plate 

Prasastis of -tho I!"allla1'UPa !d.xgs -- all these contain elements of late- ,. 

recorded oral history related to Assam• s early .Indo-Aryan settlers who were 

tho oarr:l.ors of a new civilization marked by :!:ron, cattle 1 wet rice and the 

~iough. 

IrOn technology discovered in weotem Asia around-crica 1800 B•C• 
• 

reached India by 1000 B•C• and spreaci to Magadha by 600 B•C• · • It was on 

the basis of an abundant supPly of iron ore in.its neighbourhood "that Magadha 

was· transfomed :1. ts t;> powerful ·state ~rxl, empire. BY then the Mcgacn:mns w.ere 

already a mixed people, '!he IndO-Aryan nwcomers .inte;'Jid.xgled with the 

zd.ratas and other pre-Al'Yiln elements. when' aid large-scale settlements. of 

these iron-using Ind<i-Ai:-yans take pl !Jle in ·A~ sam then ? l¥> late-recorded oral 

histort·alone could settle this issue, if archeology does ~ot give some-.clude. 

It is the considered opinion of· scholars thai the'•antiquity oi· ~adatta, as 
f . . ' ' . . 

a histo:d.oal perso~~£~ge, Should not be taken 88 far.baelj: 1/oll the ~te._ war-
sl.lllp.Us'tl.cally 

it probably t,oqk place around 900 B•C• - rel~on later interpolations 

in tho original Mab.almarata. Neither ~an we accept Bl:laskara-Vamanis 13_tateaent 

that his clynnasty had been rul.ixg .for thre~ thOusand years. 7 '!ris claio only 
' . 

points out to -tho faot that his dynasty•s IUle was quite_ old, '!he tradition 

represented by Banasura, Naraka, Bhagadatta alii Vajradatta related to the early 

phase ~~on-using Indo-Aryan sattle~:~ents, east of the Karatoya. 

'!bat· tho Buddhist sources carried no reference to 1'!'$:lari1PB and/or . . . 8 
PrcgjyotiShpura is significant. ibis suggests that the Indo-Arynns had DOt 
. · . before 
crossed OVtlr to Kai:ID1'UPol500 B•C• Archoolog:l.cally1 we only know that the iron 

ege and the Ma1U'YQ l'llle :fircly reached the banks of ihe Karatoya by 200 B•C• . . 
Bands of Indo-Arynn adve.ntures fX'OI:I Magadha l:l1lS t have had crossed the Karatoya 
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·bj then ~ IJOVed into the; forested ]3rahmputra valley_ in aenrch of eleplumta, 

·valunble :t;mber llDi V:i.rgin lllDia for settlement. '!he ;U'thashoshtro cot:Dinto-· 

:torrs (Bhattnsvaai.n) suggestion tbnt certain iteDs of ~loiJodlum trode origilltlted 

. in !{al!lnrUpo (though ~t .:!)leerly centioned by !rQutalya to that effect) appears 

vc.lid. in ibis conteJ!i • 

. ihe ·alluvial pinina of Kllmorupo, until its Aryanizot:l.on, recninod . . . . 
cc'thidki:i. fores:ted'Under the heavy rainfall conditions. Neclithio J"l:nm 

.. sl!ttl~e~ts, however sparse, were till thell found only on benks o'f'bill stroOlllB - . 

aDd river-oollfluences, ·.whera"iand ,;.as cleaxed thi-ouah the natural pro~osa of 

erosion :and flo~.li~ .and where. raw materials of a stein~ tool industry wore 
:.·-: .. ::· ... ,_._. ,.-~.: •,,· · .. 
::.-.iV~la))le in plenty .in. the vioi!iitY• iheir agriculture was ohnractor:l.zod .. 
'..--.;-. . .· . ..·. -· - ,_. ~ . - ~.. ,.-

. bY. .• 11.l~e~and-bti:i'!l ~ liiJ!d ro-tation. ifle neolithic settle.rst stone icplements 

,::~~~~~ot h~e]; ~'!-~ .~ the task of uprootiJ6 the d~e~ .. ~o~eats for .. · 
-a-gJ?.~c:uLtJu-e. ·: rt was th.e .newcocers, equipped witil shaft--hole iron axes aDd 

ho~tippea<.traetio_n ~l.B','who cle&red Slcb forests on an extensive-~e· 
f~· permanent cultivation CJf wet rice~ and they caused thereby a rapid increase . .. . . . 
of population 'on the b:a_ais. of a more ~bundant :d:ce' supply. It was on this 

basis that the state or Janapad,. of ~a emerged, .in· clue. cruse,. Bn4. that . 
. . ". . ·. 9 

we caved in· this region froo proto-histo:ey ·to history by 'fhe :4-bli century.AoDoo . 
• 7'·:·.-. :.. . . . , ·.r-

i!le Maeadhi lal6usge ell(lrgod, in a. slightly diif'erent_ fo1'1D, as 'fhe d~¢; .' . ~ . -. . . ·. 
lquage within ~s state •. 

IV 
·.• 

so fer. I have diacus~ed in aome details how the eid.sti~ areas of 
darlmess in_~,histor,i of -the_~Ps 1Uid piailia;of .our region c~ld be J.ishted .. 

up in b absei!Ce -or-paucity-~ contellporary written ·doCUilelits. 'i!le cethodo- · 
~--· . . - '. -... -;... - . - ·. ·. . 

logy. has to 'bj! varied, aDd -for -the local histo~, pral history oethodoLogy . 
• • : • • • -4 ---: • ' • • ••• 1 .••. -" : • 

will be rewarding, at leas-h for .the. times comretttionally '!ltyled as llOdorn. 
. . :\--·:·· . . .·.;: :-· · .... _ .• - . . . . 

Teachers and .&indents of histo:ey, pLaced as· they are in the region• a several 

state~~ o~ld. effectively ~ontribute ·to the wrlti~ Of the histor.v of '!heir 
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respective localities and states, I hope, the university am COllege 

vopartcents of History woul.d utilize their personool in orgamsed attenpts 

at explorina the history of the districts i~ their respective areas by way 

of oral history cethods and other ceans. 

It is conventional on the part of presidents of such learned 

e:athE?ri~.s to my sCDlthina .on the baeis of their own original research. 

!-()" current field of enquiry bei~ history of cedieval Assa.c under the flloms, 

I cay be percittod to say a few words, not on al!V' new findi~s but about the 

problecs I face in this field. 

7he cost icllOrtant source caterial for De is, of course, the buranjis, 

both published and unpublished. A COI:IPlete printed cataloeue of such l!lalluscri] 

buranjis, showi~ their places of preservation and givi119: other ancillary 

info11:ation, is lo~ over-due. True that cosi; of the representative buranjis 

. are now available in well-:-edi ted, published versioDS• EVen s·o, a catalogUe 

is stili nocessary 110 tha:t sceptic scholars ccmld check the quality of the 

edit:!.~ and translation to elicinate biased 'distortions, if an;y. such 

distortions, even ihough not deliberate, ere possibl,_e since :cuch of our 

buranj:l.-bssed research was cotivated pither·by the needs .of an alien 

'adc:l.n:l.strat:f.on OJ:' by ihe needs of a local patriotiSI:I, both liable to lapses • 

. :,: · yet anothar di:fficul ty wo face ~s. in the· catter of identif~ the 

relative an~ qui t:f.~s of the extant canuscripts. '!be se be.ve coce down to us 

i~:~ their present fore :through a process of tiDe-to-tice co~, with the .... 

subjoc~catter undorgoi~ abridgeDem~ elaboration am extension at the -'· 
l. . ' . ' . . ' 

· d?-screiiion of tho C?Opy:l.st-c~n:i.clers in tha~ precess. 'l!;le extam 
canuscript copies bolo~ to a period not e_erlier than the 17th century, and 

soce ·only iD tho early 19th contury~ under the !lirciai:lstances, it-'.is high t:ii:Je 

that serious attB~:~Pts are cade, ·on the basis of a scrutin;y' of the lBJlgllage and .. 
. style, ··.to ·ascer~ the relative antiquities of the stylistically disparate . 

pieces that constitute the buranjis. Perhaps, scholars of .t:.ssa.cese am Tai 

~uages could take care of this espect. 
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It is also unfortunate that no specialized glossary has yet been 

exllalls"tivcly cocpilCcl to u:plllin ~ tcroinology of the 'buranjis, giviq; 

their etyoolo:;illal'roots and tbe~-orlginal Tai equivalents, i1 any. In fnct, 

caJ\Y' toms have aireed;r becoce pbscure. · For inotonce, mch confusion persists 

in the ceoning of smh teres as 'Hati.i:Iur' ; •Gbar-Iilali a', r tukhurakhan r , etc • 

. h1l exhaustive glossary will not. solve 'the problec of getting at their ceaninga, 
. . . .... 

)l11t it will ,surely help further research towards solving it. 

I have already pointed .out that the history of Asstlll is a well

charted field. Particularly, it in so for. ihe cedieval tices in its 

political and soci,o-religions aspectso' But, even so, mch of our received 

knowledge lacks ,;, ;;en&e of dynai:Jios. Take, for ins~ce, ihe Aboc political 

systcl!l- the I!llel, the Pi:i.ks, the p;l-seva, the Bar Cha'rlr, :the Plrtra-Montri 

and all that. vThile desoribi~ this systcc, our historians have given us, 

core or less, a statio picutre . of what prevail Ed duriq; the 17th - early 19th 

centuries. ib,ey never bo'!Jlered theoselves with the question as to how ibis 

political systcc gradually i!Dveloped since the times of sukapha in response 

to the chazei~ si tuat:l.on and grow:iJ:u needs of the ~oc society. l[ad the 

r BJ>el t systec been ibe sace frol!l ihe very beginniJt;, there would not havs 

arisen the need for borrowing the tom •BJtel r frol!l the Arab:l.co-Fossian 

vocabulary to denote it. JUst as the ffioc tribal asoecbly hall, called 

How long (~har/b:l.g house), was, in due course, transfomed into the seat 

of the l!mch-restrictcd Bar Cha•rii (and Bar-!101 ), so was the oriainal tribal 

obligation of suppl~ volunteers for c0ccon c1efence and public work trans

fo:med into the mre regularised pei.k system. PrOll scattered i:afol'Q!tion 1~ 

unnoticed in buranjis and also relevant i:afomation gleaued frOI!l siudiss of 

other Tai peoples, we could perhaps trace the avolut:l.on of the llPOI!l political 

inst:l. tut:l.ons froc their tribal roots. 
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If cuch recains to be done in political history, the field of 

econoo:l.c history receins alcost barren. we hope thet soce· of us here · 

wOU:ld devote tl!-e:lr efforts to fuis field. ·I need ncit ecphasize, while 

ooncludiJU cy say, that if we cean research on m dieval Assail to be a serious 

buSiness, we c~t affor"d 'to allow the Tai-Ji.hoc ~e to die out. '!he 

le.st scholors of tbis lanauaee have to be sailght out 8lld endoweci vi th . .· ... 
rosouroos to keep up tho tradition. '.[he University of J)ibrugarh has acted' 

nobly Biid wisoly in openiJ:U facilitiel! for learn:l.itl aD:l. oultivati.Ig -the 
.-· . 10 . 

Tai laDguage and li torature. I wish this. ~anent continues :i.a existence 

·and e:tpands. 
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FOotnotes 

1• In 1836 Assanese was replaced by Bcnaali for use in the schools and 
courts of Asseo, alo~side of ~lish by the British ad!Jinistrstion, 
and this erraq;eoent continued until the early 1870s. 'lbere is a 
widespread. belief in Asseo, long shared even by historians, that this 
was done at the instance .of the Beng!lli clerks, associated with the 
adn:i.n:istretion. Recently, Professor Barpujari rejected 1his view on 
the ground of the absenc-e of supporting historical data. 

2. A•W• BOthac, Catalogue of the Provincial Coin Cabinet AssaD (:lnd edn., 
Allahabad, 193 • . 

3• ·One such ~cellont ca:!pilation, throwing light on AssaD's ancient 
heritage is M•M• Shama, Inscriptions of Ancient Assan (Gauhati 
tnliversity, 1978). • . 

"· Pidgin Assaoese is widely used by the ilri'!es of ~aland and ArUnachal 
botb for inter-tribal coccun:l.cation and coccmnication with the plains 
people. 'Ibis link ~uage is nowadays called 'Naglll!lese • in 11ne area 
and 'JlrW]aDese' in another. 

5• Lt. Yttle, n~tes on the iron of the m.sia Rf.lls for the MUseum of 
Econon:l.c Ecology", Journal of the Asiatic society of Bergal, vol 2, 
1~, po85J• . 

6. S•N• Bao, "Excavations at sarutaru : a neolithic site in .r.sseD'' Man llDI! 
Enviro:ncent (Indian society for Prehistoric and Ouarternar:Y studies, 
A)lliidabad). vol I, 1977, PP• 4G-"3 and "Continuity and survival of neolithic 
traditions in ~rtheast Dldial•, Asian Perspectiyes (!Iowau), vol 20, PP• 
191~05. 

7 • Nl.clhanpur copper Plate Charter of !Jlaskara-Va=nn. 

9· Rarisena • 8 prasasti of sacudregupta (on the Allahabad port Pillar) re:terr:l.ng 
to the conquest of l!ilDarllP8 by the la;tter, i"' the earliest available histo
rical record for the region. • 

10. '!he arrangeoent for Ta:i studies has been l:lade in the ])Opartaent of 
Assacese Lang1Ul8e elld Literature, Di~arh University, with shri Blmal 
BarQa as the only teacher to teach the lsnguage. In tho ])Opertcent of 
Eistory, Gauhati tJD:!.versity, on the other bend, there is no provision :tor 
Ta:i studies. However, Dr J•N• Pbukan, there, has also taken up research 
in Tsi chronicles and cultw.-e. It is felt thet cCDSolidated efforts should 
be l:lade by the Goverment elld the tJD:!.versities to prooote 'l'ai studies in 
AssaD.. 

JJD/. 
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