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AWAKENING

Editors’ Note

AWAKENING is an academic journal of the Department of History, Naba
Ballygunge Mahavidyalaya, affiliated with the University of Calcutta. It addresses
rescarch interests in historical studies with an inter-disciplinary and inter-regional
approach, especially catering to the research interests and inquisitiveness of
undergraduate students and the faculty. Although the journal focuses on South Asia
studies, it welcomes academic writings from all areas of historical research. It aims
to provide a platform for scholarly discussion, especially for students, to present
fresh research and new developments in different areas, pertaining to the discipline.
The published articles in the present volume provide an introduction to a wide

plethora of historical topics and are intended as an accessible synthesis of work.

We are heavily indebted to our respected Principal, Dr. Sukamal Datta, for
his support and enthusiasm in bringing out the first volume of this journal, as a part
of our maiden academic endeavor. The department is grateful to all the faculty
members of the college for their help, support and encouragement with regard to the
publication of this journal. Without their unstinting support and encouragement, this
academic feat would have remained beyond the abode of possibility. We would also
like to thank Sri Sandip Chatterjee of Printers' Gallery for giving all possible

assistance for printing and publishing this journal.

Kolkata
01.01.2023
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AWAKENING —

Women's participation in the post-war mass upsurges in undivided India
(1945 — 46)

Dr. Keka Dutta Roy

The term post-war mass upsurges refers to the tumultuous movements which occurred in
India during the post-war period of 1945-46 in which different sections of the civilian
population including women actively participated. The brunt of the movement was directed

against the colonial authorities or their institutional set-up.
With the end of the Second World War and the defeat of fascism the democratic

consciousness of women led them to start movements on the basis of the social, economic

and political demands. Nationalism was at its peak and all classes of Indian people raised the

demand for independence!'
The INA release campaign came in autumn 1945, which received popular support

that became evident in numerous demonstrations in which women in Calcutta actively
participated. On November 2171945, there was a big sirike of students that included girl
students demanding the release of the INA prisoners and protesting against government and
police repression. It was here that veteran women leaders like Jyotirmoyee Ganguly, Bina

Das and Bimal Protiva Devi stood side by side with the students to express their solidarity
with the strike demands. Jyotirmoyee Ganguly however, died shortly after, in a tragic
accident. Bina Das of the official Congress later recalled how Jyotirmoyee was above
factional politics. When the Congress, Muslim League and the Communist party became
united to oppose the firing on the student processionists in Calcutta by police and demanded

the release of the INA prisoners. Jyotirmoyee Ganguly stood with the student processionists.
The police firing also left a girl student processionist wounded.” According to the

contemporary Bengali poet Saroj Banerjee's :
“The unity forged in blood itself
In Calcuttaa new hope is throbbing,
When bullets no longer frighten
And side by side workers and students.
Unafraid, enter the fray
Thebrave fight rages,
And let him check who dares
Arising people's flaming anger,””
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Again in February 1946, when the naval ratings at Bombay went on strike, severa
workers including women struck work in support of the mutineers' cause. Women joined the
actions of solidarity. In Bombay, when a workers' procession led by women activists |jke
Kusum Ranadive, Secretary of Parel Mahila Sangh and Kamal Donde, treasurer and Ahal ya
Rangnekar all of the Communist party was passing by along Dadar, they were hit by military
bullets killing Kamal and leaving Kusum wounded. Thus we see that women came out in the

streets and a woman even gave up her life for the RIN ratings.' As the poet Samar Sen
recalled:

The warships, fooled by blufTs lie silent at the harbor
Thebayonets stand on guard,

Arrogant Symbols of an empire

Our freedom is on its way!

The Cabinet Mission is on its way!

Jai Hind!

The Congress Socialist leader Mrs Aruna Asaf Ali supported the ratings cause and
argued that “if a wage-eaming slave saw in his own humiliations by his white-race arrogant
superiors an insult to the whole nation ... he had the right to protest.” She also ironically
prophesied that it was easier to unite the Hindus and the Muslims at barricades than on the
constitutional front. When the students agitated in support of the naval mutineers, she
advised the students’ organisations of Bombay to extend their moral support to the legitimate
demands of the naval strikers. °

This period also saw an unprecedented wave of countrywide labour-unrest riddled
by massive strikes. This was fostered by post —war economic hardship; against
retrenchment, demand for better wages and anti-labour attitude of the British administration.

During the post and telegraph strike of July, 1946, a huge rally provided an expression of
solidarity with the working class presided by prominent women trade-union activists like Dr.
Maitreyee Bose who congratulated the workers' cause and condemned the Government
policy. A distinct feature of the post and telegraph strike of July 1946 was that women
telephonists who had never before come into action in large numbers joined en-masse. Even
the Anglo-Indian telephonists who had never come forward be fore, joined the strike, OnJ uly
21%, 1946, telephone operators of Burrabazar and Park Street exchange all went off work. On
July 23" Bengali and Anglo-Indian girl-o perators jointly picketted at the telephone
exchanges,’

An incident which aroused great anger was the attack by the palice on girl students

who ha.:% gone to picket All India Radio that day. The Assistant Station Director, Prabhat
Mukherjee, shamelessly stated that it was more important for him to obey, the 'Sarkar" than
to obey his country,

" The High Court and all cinemas were closed in Calcutta. Not a rickshaw was seen of
e streets. There were no newspapers. In the afternoon, at the call of the Trade Union

_.—--""'"/
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Congress, there was an unprecedented rally of over three lacs people at the Calcutta Maidan
with men, women, workers and middle classes jointly participating.

On August 3, 1946, Ela Reid, Sushama Sengupta and Gita Mallik, on behalf of
Mahila Atmaraksha Samity(MARS) expressed their strong protest at the molestation and
attack on the girls students picketting in front of All India Radio. Thereafter, well-known
artists of AIR picketted in front of the radio office. Among them were celebrities like
Suchitra (Mukherjee) Mitra, Sunanda Debi, Malina Debi etc. and they held a protest meeting
where aresolution greeting the picketeers was passed. The action of these young girls ignited
the people including the world of the artists.”

The period under review also marked a new stage in the development of the peasant
movement. The peasants were struggling against feudal exploitation and oppression, for
reduction in rent and feudal levies, against evictions, and against debt-burdens etc. leading to
peasant movements in various parts of the country.’

The participation of women was a district aspect of the Tebhaga movement in
Bengal. Their active participation can be accounted for the fact that they were conscious of
being exploited socially and economically as a class in the society often pressurized by the
Jjotedar for sexual or economic purposes. A noticeable factor was that higher-caste rich
Muslim and Hindu women did not participate to the same cxtent as scheduled-caste or tribal
women because the former did not work in the field and social and ideological constraints
were greater on them as compared to the latter, whose societies displayed a relaxed morality
whereeven remarriage was possible and widowhood was not socially ostracised.”

Women leaders of the MARS(Mahila Atmaraksha Samiti) like Rani Dasgupta,
Manikuntala Sen, Renu Chakrabarty, who had worked during Bengal Famine of 1943
wanted to bring rural women to this movement. The women were too eager to work for this
movement, At first they played a subsidiary role. They cooked food for the leaders, acting as
lookouts, sounding alarms for colleagues on approaching danger. As police repression
became more brutal, women formed their own militia the 'Nari Bahini' to encounter them.
Well known leaders like Manikuntala Sen and Renu Chakraborty discussed problems of
economic exploitation and political oppression with the rural women, The peasant women
harvested the crops and even guarded the village at night. They participated in meetings,
processions and even joined the volunteer squads in demand for Tebhaga and encountered
police and the landlord resistance armed with weapons that included even domestic
implements like Da, Gayenete."

Bimala Majhi, for example, a widow of Midnapur District, became a successful
organizer of the womnen. She had worked with Manikuntala Sen during the famine of 1943 to
encourage destitute women to form sell-help commitlees. These women's committees
obtained paddy, on trust, from landlords; husked, sold it, and kept the profits after repaying
the landlords. During the 'tcbhaga' campaign the Communist party sent Bimala to
Nandigram to recruit women for the movement. At first women were reluctant to join but
before long, Bimala had mobilized women to demand 'tebhaga’ and collect the harvest.
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Pursued by the police, Bimala went underground. As the police arrested the Communist
Party and Kisan Sabha leaders, Bimala had to assume, more and more responsibility. It was
she who made the decision and led peasants to destroy the threshing floors of the jotedars
(rich peasants) and sell the landlords' share of the harvest. After an extensive search, the
police captured her and kept her in a cage for a month until she was tried for 140 offenses. She
was detained in prison for two and a half years, There were many women like Bimala Majhj
and the history of the 'tebhaga' movement is important for the history of women in India.”

In Debiganj, in the Jalpaiguri District, it was due to women's determination that the
first battle for Tebhaga was carried through. We hear of an old Rajbansi widow who took out
a procession to cut the paddy while the men vacillated but later joined them. One major
indicator of the broad peasant awakening was the participation of Rajbansi peasant and
adhiar women activists like Sagari Barman, Purneswari (Buri Ma) wives of peasant cadres of
Debiganj area and Tilak Tarini Nandi, Sikha Nandi and a host of militant peasant women
activists of Pachagarh area. They took part in meetings, processions, paddy harvesting and
threshning and even resistance to the police. When the police came to arrest Biren Paul, the
District Kishan Sabha Assistant Secretary, Tilak Tarini stood on guard with a banti(large fish
cutting curved knife) while the leaders slipped away. In Kharija Berubari, militant peasant
women chased away armed police with broomsticks, scythes and bantis in their hands. In
areas like Kakdwip in 24 parganas, women were given guerilla training to fight against
landlords. A considerable number of women were also killed in police firing."

Women were responsible for communication network. They informed about
meetings and rallies etc. when they went to the market or to visit relatives. In many cases they
displayed courage, initiative and heroism in rescuing people from police custody , warding
leaders or police attacks etc."

Thus women's participation in the Tebhaga movement proved that women could
develop a modern attitude and play both domestic and political roles without any conflict
between the two. Secondly, the Tebhaga movement raised the fundamental issues in men's
and women's economic relations. Though tutored by urban activists, it affected every aspect
in the lives of Kisan men and women. It emerged as a protest against economic and social
exploitation of the time,"”

Godavari Parulekar worked among the Warlis in Western India between 1943-4610
help them to obtain social and economic justice. She worked with the labour unions and
joined the Warli peasants as they escaped their status as bonded labour during the warli

movement in Thane district in Maharashtra. She was sent by Maharashtra Kisan Sabha s
their representative to live with the Warlis and soon learnt how the Warli women Wer¢
oppressed. She understood the nature and seriousness of female oppression and her prima?
concern was to impart rudimentary political education to them. However in 1946 she Was
forbidden to operate secretly and later imprisoned, F inally, the Warlis won the right to be P"’id.

for their work and some of the worst forms of exploitations were abolished. Godava™
Parulekar had always worked for women's rights and economic justice.'®

)
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In the post war period, a number of educated women joined the peasants’
movements. Participation in the Quit India movement had radicalized them and when they
joined these movements they were fighting for a vision of India that promised social and
economic justice for women, rich and poor. It was a revolutionary vision that anticipated
change far beyond that contemplated by either Indian National Congress or any other
women's organization.”

Women played an important role in the Telengana struggle. They, who had starved
and suffered under the regime of extortions of the Nizams and the Deshmukhs saw the
possibility of new life. Naturally they actively participated in the land-movement, in the
seizure of the landlord's grain and in the struggle for higher agricultural labour wages. They
fought the razakars and the Nizam's police along with their menfolk. They were the victims
of atrocities of the landlords' goondas, the policemen, the razakars and the armed forces.
Some women had even seen their children tortured and their husbands and brothers killed.
They stood with their menfolk handing them stones for their slings even as the armed police
started firing. For example, in the Huzumagar taluk in December 1946, when the Nizam's
army arrived, the women supplied stones and slings to their menfolk and even faced the
firing."

When the districts were handed over to the military, women used to sleep togetherin
groups so that they could protect their own honour. The women joined the men in actual
resistance in every way. In the Telengana villages, women defended their land, along with
their men. The women formed a large percentage of agricultural labour. They participated in
large number of strikes. In demonstrations, the women came in large numbers. Finally they
seized the prains of the landlords who were forced to concede to their demands and increase
the amount of grain as daily wages. In the Godavari forest-belt, women were in the forefront
defying police repression and attacked the police fearlessly surrounding the police lorries
trying to release their arrested menfolk. "

Women displayed an extraordinary sense of vigilance in looking after the guerilla
squad, sheltering and billeting them in their houses and keeping day and night watch while
the guerillas and their leaders rested. They took food and supplies to the guerilla hideouts in
the hills and forests. They even suffered police torture asa resultof these activities. Artula
Kamala Devi was a well known Telengana activist at this time. In 1946 she addressed public
meetings braving hazards during the armed strug gle. She was an enthusiastic woman-
organizer of the movement.™

Women played an important role in this struggle. There were deliberate attempts to
mobilize women and in doing so, the issues especially important to them- such as wages,
wife-beating, childcare, hygiene, the right to breast-feed infants during work, food and even
lavatories — were discussed. This was an organizing tactic, not a challenge to fundamental
ideology and strategies. Women fought, side by side with men, for land, better wages, to put
an end to forced labour, and against exorbitant interest rates. And they were the victims of
some of the worst atrocities.™
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In October 1946, a mighty wave rose against the autocratic rule of the princely state
of Travancore under its Dewan Sir C.P Ramaswami Aiyer. A heroic strike was waged by the
coir workers of the coastal belt among whom was a large percentage of women workers who
came out on the streets. Allepey. Alwaye. Ambalapuzha and Shertellai were all storm centres
of the movement. The workers demanded an end to Ramaswami Aiyer’s regime of repression
and called for the establishment of responsible government.™

The Dewan called the army equipped with modem arms to loot the houses of the
workers. Even women were not spared from torture. Vayalar was another target of Dewan's
forces. Here refugees from the Dewan's territory including women and children had taken
shelter. Here too the Dewan's massacre left 500 men and women killed. Orders were there
not to shoot women. Nevertheless women surged forward with sickles in their hands and
stones in their bags. The women were shot dead too. At Punnapra, in October 1946, ignoring
martial law a procession of women workers marched where they confronted military terror.
The working class along with their women-folk indeed showed the nationalist leaders that
the state peoples' movement against princely autocracy could not be subsided by
negotiations alone. By spilling blood they showed the path of glorious struggle.”

The participation of women along with their menfolk thus aimed at a revolutionary
approach to end the British rule through mass struggle as distinct from the approach of
bargain and compromise. Their participation in the INA Release campaign, in civil
disturbances connected with the RIN Mutiny and in the labour strikes and peasant movement
reflects their resolute, self-sacrificing and self-confident attitude. British officials were
bewildered by the naval mutiny, peasant movements, and industrial strikes. For women it
was difficult to maintain ideological purity. Some women held fast to a vision of “universal
womanhood" untouched by the divisions of caste, class, party and religion. But most women
found they owed their loyalties to groups with ideologies more compelling than the social
feminism espoused by the women's organizations,™

Since independence was foreseen by all the sections of the people signalling an end
to their miseries, the women were no exceplion; they too were now struggling for what they
hoped freedom would bring as a matter of right. Thus they stood as the vanguard in the battle
for national, social and economic liberation.”

Notes and References:
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Reconsidering the Adivasi Resistance in the Jungle Mahals
(1767-1799)

Dr Amrita Sengupta

Introduction

This paper is on the rebellion of the Bhumij people , also known as the Chuars which took
place in mid to late eighteenth century Bengal. In this paper, we shall examine the causes and
the results of the rebellion. However before we attempt to do that, before examining the
causes, course and results of the chuar Rebellion, it is essential to focus on the area known as

the Jungle Mahals. According to McAlpin-

In the eighteenth century, a considerable portion of the arca under enquiry appears to have
formed part of an indefinite administrative unit called the Jungle-Mahals lying between the
Chota Nagpur and plains of Bengal. Thiswas subscquently defined as being composed of
certain parganas in Birbhum, Bankura and Midnapore; but on account of the disturbances of
the Bhumijes, it was split amongst the ncighbouring districts in 1833. But the name of the
Jungle Mahals however still survives in a portion of Moureswar thana, in Birbhum and the
whole of the Western area of Midnapore. The fact that there was once an administrative unil,
roughly corresponding to this area, and the fact that this area contains the largest population
of Sonthals outside the Sonthal Parganas and outside Chota Nagpur are not acciden ts.

People: whowere the Chuars?

It is evident from the earliest Company records that as early as 1771, a group of people,
known as the Chuars to the officials, madeinroads in the district. These men had carried off
cattle, grain etc. The government felt that this act of 'banditry' needed strong government
action. However, they did not have sufficient force to oppose these 'marauders'. Capt. Carter,
who was stationed in the area at that time as the officer in charge had to apply to the
superintendent of Birbhum to provide him with more force.” Who were these supposed
'marauders' in reality? The definition of chuar was highly flexible. According to the noted
historian J.C. Jha, the Chuars were the Bhumij tribals belonging originally to the
Mundarimain stock. After moving away from the Chotanagpur plateau, they settled in large
numbers in Midnapur, Bankura and Purulia districts of Bengal.” However, the earliest
explanation can be found in Grant's Analysis of Finances of Bengal, 1767. It had descri bed
the inhabitants of Bishnupur as robbers, who lived in a state of “pristine innocence™. He

described them as a tribe of robbers, aborigines of the country, who were still in the habit of
offering human sacrifices to goddess Bhavani and Kali." According to the official records,

the Jungle Mahals were inhabited by paiks and Chuars, who were supposed to be ‘careless

I
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cultivators but an expert in pillage'. However, the most 'persistent disturbers of peace’ for the
administration were the Cliuars. This term si gnifies in Bengali'an outlandish fellow' and was
applied in Midnapur to the "wild tribes' who inhabited the J ungle Mahals.” Mr Short, the
resident of Midnapur, applied the term only to the rebel naiks: Strachey, Magistrate of
Midnapur, preferred to call all the turbulent paiks of the Jungle Mahals by that common
name. Later even the dissatisfied ryots were called Chuars by the Company officials. It
became a term to denote lawless conduct in the extensive forest tracts of Midnapur,

Burdwan, Birbhum, and Bankura.” Even the Company officials like Howell and Abbe

Reynal deemed them as simple people. Shri Chaitanya described the Chuars (in 1509) as

“pirates gathered on the river and robbers on the land”," We find the mention of these original

inhabitants in indigenous sources like Kavikankan Mukundaram Chakraborty's work

Kalketu Upakhyan. However, he too had called them 'choors'. Jagdish Chandra Basu in his

Mednipurer Itihas identified them as an outlandish fellow.” They eventually came to be

identified assuch in the Bengali lexicon.

In the next segment we shall consider the economic backdrop and the factors stimulating the

rebellion.

The economic backdrop and the causes of the first Chuar rebellion

The Chuar rebellion took place in phases. In order to understand the economic factors

stimulating the rebellion, we have to form an understanding of the nature and structure of the

chuar economy as it had developed since the advent of the breakaway groups of the Mundas

in the southern part of western Bengal. The migrant Mundas acquired forest lands and carved

out their village settlements, Since then they came to call themselves the Bhumij, i.e. the sons

of the soil or indigenous. We do not, however, have reliable information about their village

organisation and nature of their socio-polity. By available evidence, we learn that from the

sixteenth century, a section of them began to enjoy ghatwali" and bhuinhari" tenures, During

the rule of Akbar, the Mughal emperor, his minister Todarmal conducted the land revenue

settlement. Lands were divided by Todarmali settlement (1570-1580) into banjar, " parauti”

and charchar", based on the fertility and capacity to pay revenue. Tribal peoples in general

tilled the lowest type of charchar lands, which were mostly small. Naturally, they could not

pay rents."*

The Bhumijes were ruled by semi-autonomous zamindars, who according to the
Company officials styled themselves as 'native' rajas. Since the time of the Mughal rule, they
had been accustomed to their independence and only paid a nominal tribute to the Mughal
emperor. These jungle zamindars used to hire paiks (village police) from the Chuar

13
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community to serve as village police. The head paiks were known as the sardars, Insteaq , [

salary, zamindars allotted rent free chakran lands" 1o these paiks. The paiks considere this

ownership to be their 'ancient right'. Instead of cultivating the lands, they mOstly hirey
landless Chuars to cultivate their lands. They, therefore, acquired the status of paiks' tenang
These tenants were different from non-tribal peasants who lived in nearby villages. Eye,
though the Chuars did cultivate these paikan lands, there was no marked solidarity betweey
them and the non-Cluar peasants of the villages, It becomes clear, therefore that land and
caming from land formed the very basis of the chuar economy, affecting different elemenis

suchaszamindars, paiks and ordinary tenants. This economic base came under serious threat
under the East India Company's rule.”

The English East India Company for the first time oblained the right of revenye
administration from the Mughal Emperor through the Grant of the Diwani of 1765. The first
official document which recognised their right over Bengal was the deed of governmen
agreement made by Mir Qasim on 27" September 1760. It ceded the chaklas of Midnapur,

Burdwan, and Chittagong to them, including the right to extract revenue from these areas.”

At that time, “Brahmanbhum Baroda”, “Chandracona™”, “Chitua”, “Jahanabad",
“Mandalghat”, “Kharija”, “Bhursat”, also “Bagree”, fell under the purview of the district of

Burdwan. The chaklas of Midnapur now consisted of 54 Parganas, The English East India
Company by default also obtained the right over the chaklas of Hj jli as well as over the three
provinces of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa.” The chakla of Hijli was then formed of 32 Parganas.
The chaklas of Hijli were includedin the Midnapur district in 1836. The Parganas of Bagri
was includedin the Midnapur districts in 1801.*' The Company state's priority was to
strengthen the southern frontier.™ According 1o Gouripada Chatterjee, the Company state
after establishing their stronghold in the chakla of Midnapur, eventually diverted their

attention to the west. There were large tracts of lands that were not explored. The reason was

that it was a frontier province and was susceptible to the invasions by the Marathas.
Supposedly ‘predatory tribes inhabited the western tracts'. The Raipur Raja had been a cause

of concern for them for a long time. The sannyasis and Jakirs, as well as the Chuars, had kept
them at bay.” They did not stay away for

long though, The Company state had already
acquired the land revenue rights of

mainland Bengal, but it was not enough for the new
Company state to exert authority there. They saw fresh opportunities of bringing the fring¢s

within the purview of their administration, They could ea sily extract more revenue from the
previously unexplored Jungle Mahals, as well as get direct access to their forests, rich 1

natural resources. In the carly years of the Company rule, their assault into the woodland
Bengal had also been limited mostly by their fear of tigers. However, they were dazzled bY

_——-'-'-..'.,
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the fantasy of expensive resources. Thus, their travelling to the unknown siarted.™ It is
discovered that the Jungle Mahals were not only covered with forests but had immense
mineral wealth, including China-clay, coal, feldspar, Nuorite, yellow moulding sand,
limestone road material and quartz, asbestos, barites, caleite, fireclay, gamnet, graphite,
ilmenite, pyrite and rutile kyanite, magnetite, mica, ochre, building material, iron-ore and a
few other radioactive minerals.” William Hodges wrote that “the appearance of this part of
the country is very singular, having immense masses of stoned piled on one another, from the
interstices of which very large timber trees grow out - in many of these rocks, I found the
Teek (sic), a timber remarkable for it is hardness and size”. One traveller also noted that the
region adjoining the Chotanagpur Plateau was full of forests which were a mixture of thick
woods and grasslands exhibiting no sign of cultivation and contained many kinds of trees
dominated by Sal and Boswellia. The jungle zamindars were the lords of this transition zone
and participated in the complex trade.™

Earlier the Company state had pursued the expansion of the revenue base through
the subjugation of these jungle zamindars. They intended to cover the losses faced by them
during floods and droughts. However, this endeavour was a failure. While the revenue from
Bengal amounted to Rs. 116925 in the years 1767-1770, the jungles provided only 2.5% of it.
They continued to enhance revenue sharply. However, they remained sceptical about the
ability to pay. The area continued to be sparsely populated and poorly tilled, regarding which
George Vansittart, the first Resident of Midnapur wrote, “the whole western part of this
district is overrun with jungles in which there are scattered some trifling villages interspersed
with few cultivated fields™.” The collector used a geographical and ecological argument for
the intransigence of the region. They had a peculiar nature of subsistence. They reap the
harvest and then retire to their forest enveloped forts with their grain and cattle to evade the
eyes of the sepoys. They did not, of course, see themsclves as fugitives, as the Company state
did. Some of the zamindars called their country -jungles and their rents as kind of quit rents,
which they collected from the Chuars and the paiks. Thus, by saying this, they suggested the
country was incapable of yielding more.™ The Company state, however, wanted to exert a
more rigorous control over woodland Bengal. According to Sivaramakrishnan, two things
went hand in hand: one was the establishment of political control and other was the
maintenance of Taw and order.

The Company state had to take some measures lo realise their long-cherished dream
of bringing woodland Bengal under their sway. The Marathas had not intruded into the
southem districts for a long time. Thus, the Company state managed 10 gain some temporary
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peace in the southern provinee, Now the Company regime felt frec to send an expedition into
the country west of Midnapur to reduce the zamindars 1o the westward and to ca.pturc and
demolish their forts except those that might be thought necessary for the protection of "h::
country. Other zamindars replaced those who could not be eliminated by that method,”
Between 1766-67, the Company officials reckoned that the independent jungle zamindars
obstructed commercial intercourse between the Bengali provinces and districts westwards
of the hills. This may be cited as one of the crucial reasons behind the Company government's
decision to reduce the zamindars to the proper subjugation to the government and induce
them to pay 'just' revenue and to enforce their obedience to the authority of the Resident of
Midnapur and to cncourage merchants of the Western districts to open their usual
communications with these provinces. All the zamindars who agreed to the terms were to
permit to hold their zamindaries. They would send hostile military expeditions against those
who did not.”

Itis necessary to mention that these jungle zamindars had not paid any revenue since
the Maratha troubles during the time of Alivardi Khan. During the days of the independent
Rajas or zamindars of the jungle kingdom, people lived in peace under the supervision of the
zamindar's administrative officers.”” The jungle chiefs inhabited the areas between the
frontier of the Maratha provinces in the west and the domains of the East India Company
where they lived a semi-autonomous life. The lands were held under a kind of “feudal
tenure” by the sardarspaiks and others who paid quit rents and were ready to turn out fora
raid at short notice. The jungle chiefs or zamindars moreover were disorderly, and a self-
sufficient class described as mere freebooters who robbed their nei ghbours,and one another
and their tenants were classified as 'banditti' whom they chiefly employed in their outrages.
The term thief has been altered to banditti by the colonial bureaucracy.” These ravages kept
the zamindars and their servants continually in arms. They used their hired men to attack

cach other during the time of harvest." The zamindars were hostile to each other, and they
always committed depredations on each other. ™

They made collection of revenue very difficult According to the Company state, it
was a turbulent countryside. The jungle zamindars were accustomed to paying quit rent
collected from their paiks and Chuars, their lands surrounded b y other Jungle zamindars. On
the cast, they were bounded by Bagri and Bisnupur, on the west by Singhbum, on the north by
Panchet and on the south by the Raipur and Damodar Raja's country, Thr;se zamindaries
were of different size. Some were bigger and mightier than the others, When ﬁ:c Company
state took over the reins of Bengal, they transferred the zamindaries of Jambani, Ramgarh.

16

Scanned with CamScanner



AWAKENING

Ghatsila and Jalbuni Sarup to the committee of Calcutta without consulting with the
respective zamindars and without their consent. It displeased the independent-minded
jungle zamindars. The Company, however, did not separate these zamindaries from
Midnapur. However, they did enhance revenue.” According to B.S. Das, during the years
1586 and 1776, revenue was systematically increased in Bisnupur: 1586-107,000 (Ain-i-
Akbari), 1715 - 129,803, 1769 - 250,501, 1771 — 479,66 (appx), 1776 - 522,817 (appx).”
Moreover, as expected, the zamindars that had for so long been accustomed to a semi-
independent life, were averse to the idea of chan ge. Some were reluctant to pay the revenue at
the new increased rate. They refused to accept the Company’s diktat and adapt to its rules,
Their principal objection lay in the fact that it was a jungle territory, and it was extremely
difficult to yield even a small amount of revenue from it and pay it at Midnapur. They also
fearcd the zamindars with better resources would plunder and render it impossible for them
to collect anything at all. These may be cited as causes of their resentment leading to the first
chuar rebellion,™ 1t is pertinent to mention here that the Co mpany state believed that they
merely wanted to regularise payment of revenue as an acknowledgement of the sovereignty
of the Company state. Their purpose was not “aggrandisement of revenue™.” We may thus
infer, at this stage, in the early 1760s, when the jungle zamindars expressed their inability to
pay the enhanced revenue, their rebelliousness was still in its earliest stages. It was an
everyday form of resistance. They prayed and petitioned to the government to allow a
reduction in their yearly revenues. However, their everyday form of resistance turned into a
more open rebellion when their endeavour to persuade the government to reduce their
revenue failed. By that time, the government had already started to view them as a menace
and sent military expeditions to subjugate them.

Thus, as early as 1767, the Company state deployed its resident Lieut. John
Fergusson on an expedition to bring the reluctant zamindars under their acgis. It was
impractical for the Company state to permit the zamindars to enjoy their independence.” He
began by attacking the fort of Jhargram zamindari and subsequently capturing it." Initially,
he was able to force the zamindars of Ramgarh, Samkakulia, Lalgarh, Jambani, Jatbani,
Silda, Amainagar, Supur, Manbhum, Chhatna, Barabhum, Raipur and Fulkusma into
submission.” The jungle zamindars did not give up without resisting the intrusion of the
Company state. Their task was not as facile as it appeared to be.

However, the Company state used a stick and carrot policy in dealing with the
refractory zamindars. The government made it clear that such zamindars who readily
submitted and engaged for the regular payment of their revenues, in accordance to the
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custom of those parts of the provinces, were to be allowed to continue; those that dig noty,
to be rooted out and substituted with the Company's men. Fergusson hoped the Zamingg,,
the lungle Mahals could be induced to live a relatively settled life instead ur"“dditlin;
themselves 1o theft and robbery™." However, he understood that all the tribal chicfs hadn;;
been subdued.” Additionally, during his explorations, the second resident of Midnap“.
noticed the extent of mulberry trees and the potential for the silk trade. His carly ende

hﬁl‘ﬂun
10 persuade the weavers to scttle there had proved to be a failure. The jungle zamindar
instead of obliging,

&
retreated into the dense foliage of the jungles in their Parganas ” Th[:a:
changes had a few consequences. For instance, the paiks were directly affected, They
responded by allying with the tribal rajas, It must, however, be mentioned that these paik,
were not the pawns in the hands of these tribal rajas. They rebelled independently withy
any prompting from their respective landlords. The ordinary Chuars had only pai
mahtoats™ or mahtots to the Mughal rulers. The Company government wanted to regularis:

payment of rent in the area, The interference in their way of life prompted their incursion
during this phase. This was the first phasc of the chuar'disturbances',

The officials' apprehension proved to be true as thro ughout the next two decades, the
zamindars of Raipur, Mayurbhanj, Ghatsila etc. would continue to

rebel against the
Company state and elude capture by either allying with sardars of the Chuars or by flecing

mto the dense jungles and hills. There were several sprouts of ‘disturbances' in the | 770sad

1780s. The most significant eruption would occur in 1798, which we refer to as the gres
paikan rebellion.

CRILINE OF MIDWAPUR DvSTRICT, PRINEATING THE PLACES

. CF THE CHUAR  CASTURBANEES
Source: Map of Midnapur from

oncfivenine com and maps of India.
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Causes of the Paikan Rebellion of 1 799
The patkan rebellion or better known as the second Chuar rebellion, commenced in 1799,

Regarding the chuar rebellionof 1799, Price wrote,

1799 A.D is marked in the Midnapore annals as the year of great chuar rebellion,
ghastly in its tale of horrors and massacre; when all the evil passions of the
infuriated Sardars and paiks burst forth in a wild attempt to revenge the resumption
of their jagir lands on the government, if not to compel it to order a complete
restoration to them. Al the lawless tribes of the Jungle Mahals made common cause
with the paiks and carried slaughter and flame to the very doors of the magistrate's
cutcherry,”

According to Binoy Bhushan Chaudhuri,

The chugr movementsdid include a number of tribals who had lost their occupation
as agriculturists long before their beginning. They participated both as recruits of
the armies of the local rajahs or other chicfs or out of motives of gains from plunder
and loot where their means of subsistence was precarious,”

It was orchestrated by the paiks who wanted a restoration of their lands.” It was truly an
upheaval that threatened “running to such cxcesses as will overturn the whole system of the
government”.”

Reexamining the causes of the paikan rebellion of 1799

Background: It is necessary to reexamine the underlying causes behind the eruption of
violence in the Jungle Mahals at the end of the eighteenth century. According to N.
Majumdar, law and order had broken down in the Mughal administrative apparatus in 1765.
Life had become insccure, and lawlessness prevailed everywhere. Justice was administered
by indigenous agents, such as the gazis", brahmins, zamindars, shigdars”, and farmers,
without any legal sanction. Professional “dacoits” roamed the countryside, terrorising
people”’. Warren Hastings, on his arrival, admitted having received repeated complaints
from all parts of the province about the multitude of dacoits who have infested it for some
years past and had been guilty of the most daring and alarming excesses, In different parts of
Bengal, especially in Rangpur, Dinajpur, Midnapur and coastal arcas, sannyasiy and fakirs,
Chuars, maghs, peasants created ‘disturbances’. According to Basudev Chatterji, these
revolts not only amounted to a denial of the authority of the Company state, but it also sought
to erode the improvised structure of authority from within, The revolts affected the revenue,
giving thescdisorders great power.”

According to N. Majumdar, side by side the Famine of 1770, turned the once
flourishing countryside into a barren wasteland, creating more robbers than ever. Many
zamindars not only neglected their duties but also, allied with the robbers that they were
supposed 1o apprehend and punish. Their loot had become a source of income for them. To
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make the situation worse, the faujdarswere dischargc.d in 1770. “EfMicacy of the nizamar Wwag
destroyed by the ruling influence of the Diwani™.” J\ccm:'ding to Basudev Chatterji, y,
period following the famine was marked by a high rate of violence and an ::werall decline in
law and order situation of Bengal. The unprecedented violence of the period was triggereq
off by ruthless expropriation of available social surplus and the disappearance of the Mugha
system of rural control, which had by and large successfully maintained the sociy
equilibrium.”

Despite the high rate of rural violence, the Company state left the genery
management of the police at the hands of the said zamindars. They did issues orders, op
29"Junc 1782, urging them to take effective care of their duties; to see that the robbers on
their watch caused no depredation. To ensure strict compliance, a clause was added, “but i
any zamindar shall either commit or conceive any murder, robbery or other breaches of
peace, and it can be proved against him, he shall be punished with death.” ™ It was s
meaningless clause, but it was meant more as an incentive on the part of the zamindars 1o
comply, than an actual threat.

However, the situation did not change in the least. By 1787, it appeared even the
criminal courts had become corrupt. The officers were negligent and dishonest. The law
itsell scemed inadequate. The entire administration rested on the shoulder of the zamindar
appointed daroga. However, they all lacked the integrity required for the job. They were
recruited without any consideration of ability or education to perform those tasks. So, most
ofthe times, these darogas looked the other way when they saw the 'abusive practices’ of the
zamindars. In 1787, the Company government attempted to regulate them. Even after the
regulation of 1787, the control of criminal administration remained largely in indigenous

hands. The abuses did not £0 unnoticed by the magistrates, However, at that time, they did
not have a direct say in the Nizamar, The power was still
diwan. The picture was the sameeverywhere, including eas
However, it became obvious 1o the government; the traditional police system W&
not working. The entire criminal justice system had decayed. At that time, the magistral®
also blamed the zamindars for the inefficiency of the existing system of police. Most of thef®
agreed on one point: zamindars must be coerced into performing their duties well. That W
the only way the abuses of police administration could he nullifi
forfeiture of their lands i they were found to harbour convicts.”
eem
cja

It seems that the Mughal
pillars of th fawjdari g ghal and the

vested in the person of the nait
tern Bengal.”

ed. They even 5ugg¢5"3d’
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such assistance was needed. Bengal was a nasag’ land. The number of fawjdars was
comparatively small. The zamindars held powers of police administration. The zamindar
belonged to the lowest level of administration. For his subordinates, he was the symbol of
power, authority, dispenser of justice, preserver of peace in the arca. However, he was not
merely a reference point in the Jjamabandi.” Outside the urban arca, maintcnance of law and
order was indeed his responsibility. However, with time, this arrangement became
unworkable. This necessitated a new arrangement.”' Basudev Chatterji wrote,

In the first place, the symbiotic relationship which bound the local zamindars with
the subjects was, in many cases, braken or at least strained beyond repair by the
introduction of the speculative element in the agrarian economy of Bengal.
Secondly, the enhanced revenue demands so effectively undercut the farmers'
profits that the old dictum of the local responsibility for the crime could not be
properly enforced,”

When Comwallis came 1o power, he noticed the problems affecting the entire
system of criminal administration in Bengal. However, he was reluctant to take any drastic
step. He chose to make his move with caution.” Comwallis saw the futility in engaging
landholders and farmers that made them answerable for robberies within their estate.
However, he was still hesitant to form a scheme for police reform. He hoped that the reports
from the magistrates would aid the Company state in formulating a police policy later.”

Eventually, in 1790, the magistrates were requested to submit reports on rural
police. They, in their replies, emphasised upon the supposed wickedness of the zamindars
and the thanadars. The magistrates of Dhaka and Sylhet claimed that no dacoits made raids
without prior knowledge and support of zamindars and their men. Finally, on 7 December
1792, a regulation was promulgated. The police of the country were placed entirely under the
charge of the magistrates, The landholders were ordered to disband their police
establishments and subsequently were prohibited from reforming them in future. They were
also relieved of responsibility for the maintenance of peacc and police duties in their
respective zamindaries. The magistrates were directed to divide the districts into police
jurisdiction. Each unit was to comprise an area, not exceeding ten cosses (appx). The
jurisdiction was to be guarded by a daroga. He would have an establishment comprising a
jenzadar”, a Bakshi”®, and a few barkandazes. The government would pay the cost of this
establishment. The government decided to levy called Police tax upon the merchants, traders
and shopkeepers to incur the cost of this establishment. The Magistrates were to nominate
the darogas in the first instance and to fill up all future vacancies.” Thus, Regulation XXI1 of

1793, entrusted to the magistrates the task of appointing the darogasinstead of the
zamindars, We shall see that eventually the .-.-:.rrdarpufk-.-"’ and Chuars came to blows with
these darogas. Additionally, it gave the magistrate the right to arrest and try criminals within
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his jurisdiction. It also abolished the fawjdari courts. In their place, four Courts of Cjpe,,
were established, one in Patna and three in Bengal. The sadarnizamatadalaty,g als,
ransferred from Murshidabad to Calcutta,” The nizamat adalat was not a unique Institugioy

Ithad notsuddenly come into existence.

On the contrary, it was the culmination of a series of events.” According to Bagyg,,
Chatterji, the Company state wanted to establisha monopo ly over the [egitimate instrumen,
of coercion, It required demilitarisation of the zamindars. They forced the disbandmen, of
local military forces and systematically destroyed the forts and fortified houses of local Jgp4

controllers.

The Burdwan Raj provides a case study of this process at work. Apart from the paiks whe
numbered about 30,000, the Burdwan Raj had on its pay roll a considerable number of
houschold troops (nagdian troops) whose cost in 1761 was Rs 33,000.13. In 1767 the costof
nagdian corps was reduced by the Government to Rs. 8660 and on the eve of the Decennia)
Settlement it was totally abolished. In Dinagepur Raj, again, the Raja, in addition to the local
militia called paiks, had under his direct control barkandazes commanded by Dafadars, The
huge militia of the Raj was mostly disbanded and was replaced by regular police. The smaller
landholders could not understandably afford to maintain the guards at the level of the Rajaof
Burdwan. But they too had under their command various categories of watchmen like the
paiks and chokidars who were generally allotted some land in lieu of cash salaries. But
willing under an excessive revenue demand, the new farmers gradually resumed much of
these service-tenures. The contemporary records are replete with references to the vagarics
of the paiks and other categories of watchmen who found themselves out of any ostensible
means of support. It is no wonder, therefore, that some among them turned to robbery s
livelihood.

According to Radhika Singha,™ the changes in the judicial system had started to take place
under the regime of Warren Hastings in 1772 and was closely tied to the government's ideaof
sovereignty. However, at that time, Philip Francis, Hastings and Cornwallis held different
views on the subject. Hastings and Comwallis had felt they were restoring the ‘ancient
constitution'. They suggested that the Mughal system had decayed as a result of negligence
and venality of the regional rulers. Zamindars and revenue farmers had usurped theif
powers. Hastings attempted to focus on the centralised aspect of the Mughal administration-
The faujdarused to be an imminent figure. Heused to be the representative of the Nazim, not
the zamindar, and people looked up to him for justice. Francis, in contrast, held the view tha!
the zamindars should be entrusted with magisterial duties.” They effectively took away the
zamindars police powers. They cventually made it clear that the state alone had the right 103
Iagit-imntc exercise of violence.™ Even thou gh the Company officials claimed to adhereta th
"am‘::ent constitution' of the land, and its Hindu and Islamic laws, they felt those laws were 10
!emcnt to the r_nurdcmrs and dacoits and likes. As a result, they made necessary changes and
introduced stricter laws.” The Company state had its ideas of sovereignty. Demilitarisatio”

_.-—-""‘-/
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reignty. It was not @

Jations of 1793 was

step toward enforcing their sove

of the 'native rajas’ was but a logical
hich the thanadari regu

sudden gesture. This was the backdrop against w

made.

Resumption of, paikan lands: Thus, the Regulation of December 7 of 1792 can be called a

Jandmark in the history of Bengal. It was enacted with the view to divide the police force In
ly under the acgis of the Company state

Bengal. It brought the police wing of the region entire
and their appointed officials and prohibited the indigenous landholders and farmers from

maintaining any thanadari establishment in the future. A more “modemn one hence replaced
the older police”. The 227 and 23" Regulations of the Comwallis Code made these changes

ofTicial.” Thus, with the proclamation, the long history of zamindari control over the village
end. From that point onwards, all watchmen were required (o

police virtually came to an
e controlling authority of the daroga. and the zamindars wcre

register their names with th

expected to cooperate.”
With the establishment of the new police system, the paiks and former village

und themselves out of work. The magistratcs cven split up the zillas
nds enjoyed by the paiksfor their

the paiks, who notonly found

thanadars soon fo
including the rent-free lands, which also included the la

police duties.” So, the amindars found common grounds with

es out of work but also stripped of their meagre landholdings.”
the years preceding the Permanent

ohts, butit was marked by

themselv
The Sunset Law: According to Binod Shankar Das,

directly recognised the zamindars'ri
d to remit on the plea of loss by natural calamity.
He could not impose abwab™ on the ryots either.” Eventually,in 1793, the Company state
introduced the Permanent Settlement and the Sunset Law that cnabled the East India
Company to put a defaulting -amindari up for auction. In 1795 they put the Panchet
=amindari up for sale as he was unable to pay his arrears but had refused to give up his
property.” The government believed that the Panchet =amindari could vield the estimated
revenue. The mismanagement of the estate was the cause of the arrears.” The zamindar of
Panchet had prayed to the government for the cancellation of the sale, but his requests were
not granted. Eventually, it was sold to one¢ Nilambar Mitra. These changes in the thanadari

systemn and disbandment of the village police had far-reaching consequences. It led to the
iks who lost their jobs. Also, the resumption of the paikan

Settlement, the government in
overassessment. They were not even allowe

impoverishment of the village pa
lands, which they enjoyed rent-free, led to their dispossession. The ordinary Chuars who

sometimes worked as tenant peasants also lost their means of livelihood. These changes gave

the paiks and the Chuars a legitimate cause to rebel against the Company state, These paiks
W t = * . & " . -
ere mainly of Bhunj, Kumali, Kora, Mundari, Kumi, Bagdi, Maghi, Lodha tribal
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community. It became apparent when the second chuar rebellion broke out that the Panchgy
zamindar joined in the rebellion with the paiks. Many other dispossessed jungle zamindars
also allied themselves with the paiks. The arbitrary sale of camindaries can be cited as the
cause that prompted them to ally themselves with their former employees readily. It must be
mentioned that the Company government believed thatthey had imposed a nominal increase
in the taxes of the paiks. Therefore, the government felt that the rebels had no legitimate
cause of grievance, Rani Shiromoni, Chunnilal Khan, Gobardhan Dikpati, Durjan Singh,
Kanak Singh and Fateh Singh were some of the jungle zamindars and Sardars paiks who
provided leadership to the Chuars during this phase of the rebellion.

Aftermath of the rebellion

According to Sivaramakrishnan, the Company at that time prioritised state-making. They
also indulged in the negotiation of structures of local authority and governance.” After the
paikan rebellion of 1799, the Company state continually attempted to compromise with the
jungle zamindars and the head paiks and sardars who held local authority over the village
police system. They made several changes to their original thanadari regulations. But they
were not entirely successful. The Naik rebellion orchestrated by the Sardar-Paiks is a clear
indication that these negotiations had failed to satisfy all the interested parlies. The
disgruntled ones thus rebelled agamn. Even afier the Naik rebellion, the government had to
negotiate with some of them for the smooth working of the police in the Jungle Mahals. The
Bhimij rebellion is a clear indication that police did not work in the Jungle Mahals and the
adjoining arens. The underlying currents of tension and resentments remained, and it
manifested itself in the form of Ganga Narain' hangama. For the want of space, we shall
leave out the details of the Naik and Bhumij rebellions. But suffice is to say that the adivasi
resistance in the Jungle Mahal and its adjnining area spanned over several decades.
Ultimately the administrators had to create a separate Santhal pargana for themin 1832/33.

Theresistance of the Chuars rebels

In this section, we shall discuss the nature of protest by the chuar rebels, how it transformed
over ime and changed from one phase to another. The involvement of banditry and violence
onthe part of the rebels as well as the Company state shall be addressed as well.

The Chuars' resistance was more than a mere attem

Lt boli isrupt the
stability of the government. pt to symbolically disrup

It was far from aclmuwledging the power relations that existed

h-:':lw‘j:cn them a'nd the new regime under the Fast India Company. Their position had
deteriorated during the Company's administration

; . The Chuars had bec irrelevant in
society. The local paiks were no longer required. ome irrel

Professional police were replacing them-

_—t——"-".‘-“‘l
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_free lands. This meant that
ol ‘despotic’, In its
licies affected

prived them of their rent
ay with all things ancient af
[ their priorities. These po

They did away with the sanads which de

the Company state wanted to slowly do aw

revenue maximisation was one 0
amindars tothe ryors, the weavers, (he Chuars, the sannyasis, and fakirs.

Hence, they wanted 1o replace the older
beneficial for the

institutions like

nascent SLWEe,
everyone from the
they also wanted to stabilise itself.
¢ with newer ones that could be both financially and politically
destroyed the ancicnt
rendering the parks destitute. In a way,

for their loss of subsistence as for their

HoweVver,

institution
Company state, forinstance, the thanadari system. It

the village paikan police system and rent-free lands,
the chuar people's resistance movement was as much
survival and their existence in this changing world.
This led them to their collective action against the Com
orld that refused to recognise their rights on the one
hand and recognisc their worth as a community, on the ather. It may be even speculated that it
was an assertion of the ethnic rights; the rights that permitted the paiks and Chuars, of the
Jungle Mahals, to enjoy and cultivate the lands rent-free. The Company siale had
marginalised them. However, the Chuars'resistance was not merely an acknowledgement of
their subordinate position vis-d-vis government. They also felt helpless at these new
measures and eventually lashed out. Anger and frustration might have played a role in their

pany state. Their resistance

was to assert their ancient rights ina w

resislance movement.
The Chuars were independent-minded people who did not even owe allegiance to

the Mughal Raj. The jungle zamindars viewed the Company state with mistrust. Their
reluctance to abide by the Company state’s laws and refusal to pay the revenues at the new
enhanced rate can be viewed as a covert refusal to acknowledge them as the legitimate
authority, When the government dismantled the village police, replaced them with new
thanas and resumed the paikan lands, the paiks and Chuars rebelled against these decisions.
This could be an indication that they felt the government had no legitimate authority to do
away with what they assumed as theirancient rights.

It must be however mentioned that unlike the zamindars duning the first Chuar
rebellion, the paiks never indulged in any covert, everyday form of resistance. Their
resistance had been open from the very beginning. They never hid their rebelliousness and
::ﬂml;m\rnndarliscd the 'Company territories’, disrupted revenue collections, committed
e ons in the countryside and kachari and commitied what the government deemed as
:mns . It was their 'rational choice’ to rebel, to plunder and to devastate the countryside

usthe ‘general lawlessness' that ensued can be best described as an open and overt form m.‘
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resistance by the paiks. |
Thus at this Sages they resisted th

rms of defiance. Subsequently, the Chuar rebels ¢h
n slaughter the peasants and merc

death and put them o display to terro
the confidence of the government. It was a very clever

g other rebellions in other parts of the

d took to violence and banditry as
ose to ravage the villages nearby,
hants. They hacked several
rise the villagers. They

¢ government an

two fo
raid the houses, and eve

employees of the government [0
used terror as a viable tool to shake

method. Fear and violence had been effective durin . AR
as well, It must be mentioned that the Chuars, were not professional bandits like the
¢ Adivasis, who occasionally robbed and extorted money
(he Company's territories and the rich alike in order to defy
ted the ordinary inhabitants, and there was no

e deemed as social

world
thugees or phasurees. They wer

from the ordinary people living in
the Company state. However, since they targe
visible alliance between them and the inhabitants, these rebels cannot b

bandits either.”
The rebels from all these districts indul

wealthy merchants and officers of the government W
the Chuars did target the rich and the merchants, they did not spare
they should have no strife. They also burned entire villages. Also, grain and cattle were

targeted by the Cluars which were partly owned by the ryots and partly by the governmenl.
So, it may be safcly assumed there was no love lost between the ryots and the Chuars. They
bumned grains and attacked wealthy merchants, thus putting a stop to collections and trade.
One may say disruption in trade, falling revenues, peasant desertion and migration to urban
am?s were the consequences of clar 'depredations’. Thus Chuars' defiance was very much
aga_mst the Company state. They were not social bandits as they shared no solidarity with the
ulhrd;n:;y peasantls. This negates the view that they could ever be 'defenders of the puzll ic' when
ey very overlly terrorised and sl
b st duin lt:icuril::;rlj [l:::':s j:‘:rgﬁbllun.:lc El::intcd out the rebels
apparent love-lost between the rebels and the ordi erebellion.” Because there wasno
popiilartevolt, inary people, we cannot call this rebellion, 3
One of the notable fea

i sssouliiie duﬁngi:lrle:h :Lum: :‘ﬁmr disturbances was the presence of

phases around whom the ordinary paiks and

Ch rpalli
uars eventually rallicd. Peaple like Jadu Singh, Jagannath Dhal. Ran
' al, Rani Shiromoni, Durjan

Singh, Fateh Sinol
, nghand G T
s o 4 ﬂbwhﬂn lepﬂll, wergp abl!: o e "
mobilize them to a certain extent ang xert influence over the paiks and

disturban
ces for so long even though the Chuars and

ged in banditry and arson. They targeted the
hom they attempted to slaughter. While
the peasants with whom

l::lﬂ}'ﬂd-a huge role in sustaining the
€ paiks did not need any prompting
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from during the second phase of the rebellion. There was an alliance of opportunity between the
=amindars and their former employees. These paiks wanted their chakran lands restored. That was
their sole goal. However, the jungle zamindars who had been marginalised due to the new Sunset
Law also asserted themselves to regain some of their power and control in the woodlands. Thus,
there is an alliance between the ordinary Chuars, disgruntled paiks and dissatisfied jungle
samindars. The paiks expected to get their sanads, rent-free lands, and independence from state
interference. The dispossessed zamindars desired to be reinstated to their estates. They wanted to
pay revenue on more lenient terms (if at all). These were material benefits they expected from the
resistance movement. This led to their collective action against the Company state, which defined
their decades-long rebellions. These zamindars were not heroes. What they did was in their 'self-
interest'. They betrayed the cause as soon as the government gave them what they wanted. Some of
the rebel leaders like Anchal Singh were betrayed by the jungle zamindars that got swayed by
greed and wanted to keep their zamindaries. They gained material benefits from the government.
They were either reinstated or put in charge of thanas. The sardarpaiks were employed as well.
Neither the sardarpaiks nor the jungle zamindars gave up their new privileges. There is no
evidence that they attempted to stand by their former allies when they were hanged. The € huars
did not gain any material benefits. The alliance that took place between themall was flimsy at best.

One final aspect of their resistance needs to be addressed. Why did they imagine they
could win against the mighty Company state? The rebels probably could not have assumed the
government's reaction to their movement. However, their local knowledge of the terrain and the
Company state's inability to negotiate with the unknown must have provided them with the
confidence that they could achieve their goal. Additionally, the Company state suffered from a

lack of troops. This must have boosted the rebels' confidence.

Concluding remarks
Thus we may conclude that the adivasis i.c the Bhumij people were derogatorily ealled the Chuars. They

were not professional robbers though they did engage in arson and banditry at the time of the rebellion. The
rebels targeted the symbols of the government's power. Their rebellions dec reased the revenue extractions of
the Company state. The government's altitude toward them was just as hostile ns they believed the Bhumij
people were questioning (heir sovereignty and their raison d'etre. The rebels were mercilessly crushed and
hanged. Only those who were of some use to the government were spared,
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The Joan of Arc of Bcngnl-Snrnladeﬁ Choudhurani (1872-1945)

Dr. Manjari Ray

This year we are celebrating the 150" birth anniversary of one of the leading intellectua]
lights of the late 19" and early 20thcenturies Bengal-Saraladebi Choudhurani(1872-1945).
who traversed many unchartered paths to be the torchbearer on various fields of the
women's life of Bengal. The torch of Sarala was however lighted by Jorashanko Thakurbari
which was the certre of cultural efflorescence in contemporary Bengal and the women of
that family proved to be the vanguards of women's progress and education.

Born as the second daughter and third child of Janakinath Ghosal, one of the first secretaries
of the Bengal Congress and Swamakumari Devi, daughter of Debendranath Tagore and
elder sister of Rabindranath Tagore, Saraladevi was thoroughly imbued with the cultural
wradition of Thakurbari, She was bom and spent her childhood there under the strict
supervision of the servants far away from her mother who spent most of her times in
reading, writing, editing Bharati andin many other social works."

Formal education of Saraladevi however was started at the age of Seven at Bethune
school and she passed the entrance examination(1888) with highest marks in history. In
1890, at the age of 17, she passed B.A. examination with English Honours with highes!
marks and got Padmavati Gold medal. 'She was the seventh female graduate from the
University of Calcutta and the first from Thakurbari'.” With this formal education she started
‘o 1ake lessons in Sanskrit, French, Persian from the home tutors. She prepared to &
Masters in Sanskrit but did not write the final examination. Her literary excellence go!
manifest from school days when she started to write for Sakha, Balak etc. Her anonymov:

writing Premik Sabha in Bharati got acclaim from the literary persons and some of thet®
mistook it as the writing of Rabindranath himself.

Exceptionally brilliant Saraladevi's first love was perhaps musie, both Indian and
European. She excelled in playing various instruments particularly Piano. 'l was p:lSSi-:mﬂ!‘
about music, and singing was my obsession."* Using English cord she used to transfor™
Bengali songs into English pieces. Wherever she went she picked up new songs and ofTe
them to Rabi mama, who adopted the melodies, modified them by putting words 8
thereby creating new songs. Some famous rabindra sangeet like anondoloke mongolaloké
eki labonyopurno pran, chirobondhu chironirbhoro, were deeply indebted to Saralade™"
The first two lines of Vande Mataram were set to music by Rabindranath but he ask
Saraladevi to score the music for the rest of the song. This song gained tremend®®’
popularity in the days of national struggle. Musical notes created by Saraladevi have peet .
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complied, but her voice has not been captured. Though the Gramaphone company
commenced operations in India in1902." Grandfather Debendranath once asked her to set
tune to one of Hafiz's poems. Saraladevi did it remarkably well and played it with violin.
Debendranath was so pleased that he blessed her as Saraswati and gifted her with diamond
necklace.” Music remained with her for the rest of the life and she also composed many
patriotic songs which were included in her book Shatagaan, literally meaning a hundred
songs. Among them Nomo Hindustan and Nomo Bharat Janani are unique in beauty and
passion. In December,1901 Saraladevi conducted the orchestra for the opening song at the
Caleutta Congress sessionand her famous Nomo Hindustan was sung by fifty cight singers
and this created stir in contemporary Bengali society.

Traversing an unusual path, Saraladevi decided to takea paid job at Maharani School
in distant Mysore without completing her Master's. 'I wanted to get away from the cage
called home, be on my own, travel to some faraway place, be able to eam my living
independently as my brother did'." In Mysore she was more a student than a teacher learning
Sanskrit from the renowned Pandits. She also leamnt playing Rudra Vina and collected south
Indian melodies. She stayed there for about a year but while returning home she realised that
her personal aim to be independent had found a wider field and that was to fight for the

freedom of the country and the earlier fanciful wishes had decidedly metamorphosed into a

cause.

It was not however her passion for literature or music but sheer and pure patriotism
that makes her unique in the annals of the twentieth century fireband. In fact Saraladeviused
her passion for writing and music to serve the cause of her motherland. This she got from
her parents, friends, school friends. Father Janakinath was a prominent Congress leader.
Mother Swarnakumari joined Hindumela which inspired the mind of the Bengali women in
the spirit of nationalism She was also a close follower of the Theosophical Society of
Caleutta and her Sokhi samiti and shilpomela were indirect ways to join politics. But
Saraladevi was out and out political in her mind, body and language. She once remarked,
‘Courage, strength, wisdom. unity, selfreliance and selfrule— these were the signposts that
guided me.! During the Swadeshi Movement, Saraladevi ‘became the foremost female
political leader of her times; it may be claimed that Sarala was the first Indian women leader
in our nationalist movement'."” Evidence of her fierce patriotism was manifest from her
youth on many occasions. Her signal contribution lay in the encouragement of a martial,
heroic culture in Bengal, that would serve the nationalist cause. For this she formed youth
groups, From an early age she used to write strong cssays urging the Bengalis to overthrow
their effeminate nature, to be strong, powerful and bold. She thought the coward and weak
nature of the Bengali people was the sole factor for their backwardness. Improvement in the
health and physique of the youth was an essential step for the success of the freedom
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uth of Bengal with the ideology of heroisp,

Saraladevi in 1902 inaugurated the Birashtami Utsav(festival of Heroes). In this utsav th,
boys used to perform Yogas, archery etc. In 1903, Pratapaditya Utsav, Udayaditya Utsay
werealso introduced to inculcate bravery, strength and powess in the mind and body of the
youth of Bengal. Tilak, way back in 1895 started Shivaji Utsav and Saraladevi wes

thoroughly inspired by him. Though Rabindranath did notlike all these, Bengal psyche was

deeply enamoured by Pratapaditya. Star theatre and Minerva theatre continued to stage the

drama Pratapaditya for many nights." She also kept close connections with the extremists
leaders of the time and wentevento Poonalo meet Tilak personally which was notan easy

task for a woman given the time and her background.

Critics have pointed out that by propagating Bengali heroes as role models for
Bengali boys, she was actually promoting a special brand of nationalism- Bengali Hindu
nationalism and made no effort to reach the young Muslim youth.”

Most of the literary activities of Saraladevi centered round Bharati which she
edited jointly with her mother and elder sister(1895-1899) and later on her own(1899-1907)
. As an editor, she was credited of introducing certain new things . Firstly she invited som
special persons to write on themes of their special fields of experience. Thus Mahadey
Govinda Ranade's essay on converting back to Hinduism got translated into Bengali by
Saraladevi and illuminated the pages of Bharati. Similarly Gandhi's writing got published
in Bharati in Sarala's translation. She started the practice of paying money to ¢
contributors of Bharati. This was not acceptable to many as they considered that acceptind
money for their contributions was dishonourable, For them Saraladevi came forward with
the practice of presenting various gifts like gold fountain pen or a good book on ¥
occasions of New Year or the Pujas,”

movement. With a view to inspire the yo

Another milestone achieved by Saraladevi in her editorship of Bharati was punctuality i
publishing and in delivery of the copy to the subscribers when it was seemed to be anathe®™
in the world of journal publication. In order to achieve this she herself drove in her carri#®
o collect proofs, made the final corrections while travelling and made the lives of ¥
printers and bookbinders 'devil's hell until the work was finally done."

Saraladevi was married at an unusual age of 33 in 1905 when most of her relatives Lhuu_i‘-m ;
her to remain un.nmrn’ih:d for the restof the life. Long ago, grandfather Debendranath WiS o
hnr_ to gfl :.numl:d u..ruh a sword but Saraladevi refused. The spouse was @ well ;;nc{mtv )
nal!nfmhst in the Punjab, Rambhuj Dutta Choudhury, a lawyer cum journalist anda polit ‘
a‘-“;"’m - 1:"-““:“-”;":{.i to the Arya Samaj. Rambhuj was twice a widower having chi
and Saraladevi married in a hurry and under familial T —— ords sh°

Ih,n ] »
pped' and was left with no other alternative but to give consent, After marriage she*
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tothe Punjab but carried her palitical activities there with and incooperationofl her husband
and helped him in editing the powerful nationalist Urdu weckly newspaper, Hindusthean.
Here too she displayed characteristic courage, when the colonial government decided 1o
cancel the licence of the paper, if Rambhuj remained the proprietor, Saraladevi stepped in

and registered her name as the proprictor and editor, She published an En glish edition of the

pn;}ertuo."

Saraladevi remained in the Punjab for eighteen years and participated in major anti colonial
struggle. The protest against the Rowlatt actand the Jalliwanwalla Bagh massacre brought
the Choudhuris into the political action as Saraladevi and her husband took a bold anti
British stand through the paper. As a result both the Urdu and English editions of
Hindusthan were banned; the press was confiscated and Rambhuj was arrested. Arrest of
Saraladevi was also in the air but the plan was finally dropped . When Gandhi came 1o
Lahore he was a guest at Saraladevi's house and thus begana close friendship between them
which soon became the talk of the town of Lahore." Gandhi used Saraladevi's poems and
writings in his speeches and also in his writings in Young India and other journals and even
described heras his 'spiritual wife'.” Saraladevi was the first lady to weara khaddar sari. The
two travelled many places together and it was under Gandhi's influence that Saraladevi,
once a revolutionary, became a supporter of non violence. This perhaps caused the
difference between husband and wife. Gandhi had a huge correspondence with Saraladevi
but it is not for public, Saraladevi's only son Dipak spent days at Gandhi's ashram and
married his grand-daughter, Radha when both Saraladevi and Gandhi were nomore.”

Contemporary literature desc ribed her as feminist and 'feminism is nothing if itis not
a philosophy of action and engagement'.” At the age of ten, Saraladevi with her elder sister,
Hironmoyee, started a school for the widow and elderly women at their house at
Kasiabagan, where she uscd to teach Bengali, English, Musie, knitting ete. The
examinations of the students were taken by the visitors from Jorashanko and prizes were
given to the successful candidates. Later she started the Lakshmir Bhandar (1904)with a
view 1o popularising indigenous goods, especially those made by women. The initial
objective was to sell the handicrafts made at Bidhoba shilpashram founded by her sister,
The idea was to popularise swadeshi products. Saraladevi herself used rough indigenous
paper for the jucket of Bharati. During the session of the Congress in Bombay, national
exhibition of swadeshi goods was organised to which Saraladevi sent some swadeshi items
and won a medal.” Saraladevi in the Punjab established small centres for educating women

and tried to persuade the women to attend them.

*To Sarala belongs the credit of making of what may be regarded as the earliest articulation
of nascent feminist views in India.” While working among the women in the Punjab, she
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developed the idea of networking among Women. Saraladevi f.iincere]y thought that for the
regeneration of an entire nation women pOWEr Was essential. Without the progress
women no nation can progress. Saraladevi repeatedly urged the women o feel that th,,
were the embodiments of the Goddess of power and to realise the P“l“fl“f’t within thep,
According to Saraladevi, potential power to arise and act was alrcnd}r"-\rl‘!hm women, the,
only needed to be confident of it and exert it. It was Saraladevi's prescription ﬁ.:nr the womep
of India that they should first try to develop their own selves, then attempt to improve the;;
own society and turn to the larger world.® To translate this view into action, Sarala In 1919
founded the Bharat Stree Mahamandal, the first ever all Indian women's organisalion. The
inaugural session of Mahamandala was presided over by Her Highness the Begum Saheb,
of Janjira, a Muslim woman, and was graced by the presence of Her Highness the Nawap
Begum Saheba of Bhopal. The beginning of Mahamandal was good as Hindu, Muslim and

Christian women joined hands together to fight the cause of the women. Saraladevi was

appointed the General Secretary and was authorised Lo act as the main driving force. The

chief aim of Mahamandal was the advancement of Indian women through a system of home

education for married girls and helping them have greater access to medical knowledge and

medical care and also to unite the intellectuals with similar cause for this.” The branches of

this outfit were established in Lahore, Allahabad, Delhi, Karachi, Amritsar, Hyderabad,

Kanpur, Bankura, Hazaribag Midnapore and Kolkata.

The Mahamandal, like the similar organisations of the early twentieth century, however
suffered from the limitation of being middle class in character and for its inability to involve
the majority of Indian women living in rural India. All of its efforts were directed to uplif
the condition of the urban middle class though some piecemeal efforts were made for the
rural poor. Within a few years, Saraladevi established Bharat-Stree- Sikha Sadan and
educated at least 3000 students of 500 families. This was perhaps Saraladevi's crowning
achievement though most of us have forgotten this.” Due to this parda system got abolished
quickly from Bangladesh particularly from Calcutta, With the increase in the number of

students, a créche and a hostel were also established, The Bharat Stree Mahamandal 8%
itself merged into Stree Sikha Sadan®,

Itisinteresting to note where Saraladevi actually stands in her 150® birth anniversary. Ith®
been said that Saraladevi, once a source of inspiration to many, acknowledged as a pione™
and a fascinating personality with many contributions, became a part of the past." In B¢
field of contemporary literature her mother Swarnakumari devi over shadowed e
u.:laughler. Saraladevi's combative organ Bharati got over shadowed by witty and prillis”
journals, Sabujpatra, and Prabasi. In the field of music, Saraladevi was over shadowed W

Rabindranath who left little or no place for her gifted niece. The Thakurbari connectio®™

gave Saraladevi many opportunities to launch various initiates but it was the % —

s
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cnn.n‘cntians which kept her under the shadow of some of her illustrious relatives. In the
political fields she was overshadowed by Pritilata Waddedar, Suniti Choudhury, Shanti
Ghosh Wﬁhﬁ risked or sacrificed their lives for the cause of the country. The Gandhi inspired
women like Sarojini Naidu, Sucheta Kripalini , Basanti Devi dominated the centre stage of
India's frredom movement while Saraladevi was far away in the Punjab. Saraladevi's
desperate search for brave Bengali heroes faded into insignificance when the real hero
Subhash Chandra Bose appeared on the scene,

A close reflection on the life and activities of Saraladevi would clearly reveal oscillations.
Bom and bred in the monotheistic tradition of Thakurbari, Saraladevi always gotattracted
to Hindu religious texts, which she described as 'store house of priceless wisdom' ™. In spite
of the known cold relation between Thakurbari and Vivekananda, Saraladevi went to meet
him several times and exchanged their views. Saraladevi described him as one 'who is fired
with vision, is endowed with mighty spirit, can break and build both. [ must have received a
spark from that fire which recreated me. My thirst for spiritual attainment tock me far away
from the path of my childhood indoctrination in Brahmo faith'™. Saraladevi's relation with
Vivekananda was brief but Vivekananda wished her to go with him abroad which she,
hesitant and timid, refused.”

In her youth Saraladevi was convinced of the merit of the revolutionary path to achieve
Indian's freedom. Her close link with Suhrid Samiti clearly speaks this and she took active
role in giving all kinds of material and mental support to the revolutionaries. In fact she was
the first to join the extremist camp from the Thakurbari. Introduction of Pratapaditya Utsav
created strain relation with Rabindranath but Saraladevi went ahead with her plan. Later she
became a staunch supporter of Gandhi's khadi and non violence. Saraladevi even criticised
Rabindranath for not supporting Gandhi's movement and for staging Barshamangal when
the country was under the fire of nonviolent noncooperation movement." Gandhi factor also
cast a spell on her married life as Rambhuj was not a believer of non violence. In 1922 she
went to Himalaya and stared to live in Rhisikesh all alone but when her husband died in
Mussourie (1923) she came back to Calcutta and lived there till her death in 1945. In 1935
Saraladevi made acquaintance with Srimat Bijoykrishna Debsharma and accepted him as
her Guru and spent rest of her life in religious activities under his guidance, No social or
literary work could create any attraction for her. When she died she was almost forgotten..

Itwould be better to conclude with the words of Saraladevihersell’:
selected from the bottomless storchouse of Bengal. This

I will today gift you a magical charm,
reise fear from your heart. Here it is, take careful

charm which has to be taught in secrecy will exo
Install this charm as a living Goddess in your heart, let it be your

note, it is just one word, Courage.
and then no one will be able to intimidate you- once

key force to guide your life, getrid of timidity,

7
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vou have realised the magnificence of courage, you will be ready to march on the path o

progress,

At atime when the backbone of man is distinetly showing the signs of strains and Fecessjg,
is threatening humanity, the life and works of Saraladevi should remain worth 1o by ,,,
examined time and again.
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Recalling Ancestral Narratives, Reliving the Unlived Past,
Remaking History, Recreating Self-Identity:Mapping Annie
Besant's Autobiographical Memory

Anwesha Sengupta

My dear mother was a Morris... —and [ have often heard her tell a quaint story,

iHlustrative of that family pride which is so common a feature of a decayed Irish

family. . . . I can remember her father well, for [ was fourteen years of age when he

died. A bent old man, with hair like driven snow, splendidly handsome in his old

age, hot-tempered to passion at the lightest provocation, loving and wrath in quick

succession, . . .A very proud old lady was [my] maiden aunt, and over the mantel-

piece of her drawing room ever hung a great diagram, a family tree, which mightily

impressed the warm imagination of the delicate child she had taken in charge. It was

a lengthy and well-grown family tree, tracing back the Morris family to the days of

Charlemagne, and branching out from a stock of the “seven kings of France™, Was

there ever yet a decayed Irish family that did not trace itself back to some “kings"?

and these “Milesian kings—who had been expelled from France, doubtless for good

reasons... did more good 800 years after their death than they did, | expect, during

their ill-spent lives, if they proved a source of gentleharmless pride to the old

maiden lady who admired their names over her mantlepiece in the earlier half of the

present century. And indeed, they acted as a kind of moral thermometer, in a fashion

that wonld much have astonished their illdoing and harbouring sefves.For my

mother has told me how when she would commit some piece of childish

naughtiness, her aunt would say... “Emily, your conduct is unworthy of the

descendant of the seven kings of France.”. . . That same maiden aunt trained the

child right well, and I keep ever grateful memory of her, though I never knew
her![my emphasis] (Besant, Autobiographical Sketches57-58)

The above lines are recollected by Annie Besant (1847-1933), a London-born Victorian

social reformer, as she traces her journey from being an adolescent girl listening to her mother's

slories of her glorious ancestors to becoming a Theosophist whose religious views underwent a

e .
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revolutionary change touched by the principles of Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, Bﬁam.a —

name is etehed on the palimpsest of Indian history and politics, especially for hey
considerable role in the Home Rule movement and her stupendous services for the
Indian National Congress. Even her close association with Charles Bradlaugh and
George Bemard Shaw enforced her pioneering rules in feminist movements, especial],
women's authority over their bodics and reproductive rights, as well as Sociglig,
movements. Thus, although a large phase of Besant's career was devoted to Indig,
history, she still is celebrated for her massive contributions to international politics, [y
the words of Malina Mamigonian, Besant “worked very hard as a Socialist in the Lay
and Liberty League, as a Fabian, and later as a red-ribboned member of the Socig|
Democratic Federation and the Metropolitan Radical Federation to which the Nationa]
Secular Society was affiliated”"(Mamigonian 40). Besant's association with politics owe
to a large extent to the “self-identity” that was inculcated in her from the
intergenerational narratives. The fiery passion in her oratory when she addressed the
masses,talking about the burning issue of birth-control measures and her anguish and
angst against a God that Christianity ordained as Omnipotent and Omniscient, is rooted
in the stories of her grandfather, as she had retained in her autobiographical
memory:“hot-tempered to passion at the lightest provocation, loving and wrath in quick
succession” (Besant, Autobiographical Sketches 37).

Besant's two autobiographies Autobiographical Sketches (1887) and An
Autobiography(1893), the latter almost a republication of the former, with minor
editions and addition of the phase in the late 1880s and early 1890s during Besant's

involvement in Theosophy, chiefly trace her professional life—her disillusion with the

precepts of the Roman Catholic Church which seemed oppressive to her, her conversion

10 Atheism, her professional partnership with Charles Bradlaugh and advocating birth
control measures an fiery speeches on women

and finally her membership with the Theosophi
and Henry Olcott. The public speeches on the n

ripples of discontent among the Victorians, for

's rights over their bodies and sexuality,
cal Society and working with Blavatsky
ecessity of women's birth control spread

whom motherhood was the ultimate and

_---"/

40

Scanned with CamScanner



AWAKENING

from her early childhood to mid-adolescence, is fundamentally me morable because of the
memories of her mother telling her stories—stories of her maternal ancestors, her Irish
origin, the nability and generosity, philanthropy and sociability of the Irish folks. The role
of storytelling among family members, especially intergencrational narratives passed on
from older generation to the younger generation, looms large in the passage. What is
intriguing is that the family members who have been reminisced in this storytelling are
ones whom Besant had never seen; yet the indelible impressions that they left on her mind,
solely made from listening to her mother proudly narrating about them, remained as an
intrinsic part of Besant's autobiographical memory and played a colossal role in forming
the autobiographer's narrative identity. Her involvement in Socialism can be traced back
to the “moral thermometer” ingrained into her mind from the stories of her grandaunt that
she imbibed from the family tales. In her autobiography, she boldly acknowledges that
politics had never been her forte, never been the realm that she loved to carve a niche in;
but it was concerned with the interests of the common good and eradication of social ills,
her inhibitions would take a backseat:

Politics, as such, [ cared not for at all, for the necessary compromises of political

life were intolerable to me; but wherever they touched on the life of the people

they became to me; but wherever they touched on the life of the people they
hecame to me of burning inte rest. The land question, the incidence oftaxation, the
cost of royalty, the obstructive power of the House of Lords—these were the
matters to which 1 put my hand; 1 was a Home Ruler, too, and a passionate
opponent of all injustice 10 nations weaker than ourselves, so that I found myself
always in opposition to the Government of the day. (Besant, An Autobiography

174)

The Irish philanthropy, of which she came to know from her family-stories and
intergenerational narratives, work as the chief guiding force for Besant to actively work
for the benefits of the people; the memory {hat she carries of her Irish ancestors are not
from first-hand witnessing of their achievements but from knowing themf{rom her mother.
She recollects in her autobiography the quintessential charity and compassion of the Irish
men and women: “the whole towncrowd into a station to say good-bye to half a dozen

emigrants” with such intense emotionswhen someone departs that the Irish men and
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women get i lump in [their] throat and tears in [their] eyes"(Besant, An Autobiograph,, 14)
The image of the charitable Irish people carried in memory gave way 10 the formatjy, of
Besant's identitics as Theosophist, contraception campaigner and Home Ruler,
Robyn Fivush, a contemporary autobiography theorist and memory rescarcher, i,
Family Narratives and theDevelopment of an Autobiographical Self: Social and Culyyg,
Perspectives of Autobiographical Memoryagrees that it is difficult to defip
autobiographical memory:
Intuitively, it seems ecasy (o define autobiographical memory g
consciousmemories of our personal experiences — events, people, and places w:
can recalland communicate about, cither in private reminiscence with ourselves e
. conversations with others.Autobiographical memory is a dynamic, flui
interplayof specific and recurring experiences, embedded within more extendef
lifeevents and periods, blended and intertwined into a subjectively
meaningfulcoherent story of a personal past leading to a present self and projecte
onto ananticipated future. Autobiographical memory defines who we are, how
wecame to be this way, and what we will become. Itis, truly, an autobiography.
Besant's autobiographical memory, if going by Fivush's delineation of the term,
blended and intertwined as much from the images of the noble deeds her unsecn ancestor
performed as she had visualized from her mother's storytelling but never lived through
the experiences, she herself had gone through. What is intriguing is that the fierce will 10
fight tooth and nail for a social cause, manifested in her propaganda for women's
contraceptive measures for which she had to face the trial along with her colleague Charles
Bradlaugh and her strong reluctance to accept anything without proofl reflected i het
conversion to Atheism from evangelicalism have seeped into her personality from 1%
ancestral past woven into her mother’s narratives. The family tales that she heard imF""“tf
images of women and men with grit and resilience in her mind, and these wspecific ever®
got “embeddedwithin more extended life events and periods™ to project the Besant B
woman with indomitable spirit that we know and the headstrong, willful woman as Bﬁun:
sees herself. The “dynamic, fluid interplayof specific and recurring expeﬁﬂ'“ﬁ“

constitutes autobiographical memory as is Fivush's conjecture, are hence r.xpﬂ“’""ﬂ P
(=)

being passive listener to intergenerational narratives and framing them as templd®

_/’_‘,/
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nes for her actions, and pertaining tothose t¢ mplates.
In a later version of the autobiography it
“a quaint memory of the maiden grandaunt came

o effect on both our characters (Be
representation as

guideli
led An Autobiography ( 1893),
through my mother's

Besant affirmed that
sant, An

childhood into mine, and had iis mouldin
Autobiography 15). If autobiography isse If-interpretation rather than self-
Linda Peterson deduces in Ficforian Autobiography: The Tradition af Self-Interpretation
(1986), when Besant looks at herselfand traces her spiritual development, she perceivesthat
inquisitive mind, upright character and strict self-control that her personality exemplifies, in
retrospect, owe to her ancestors. Robyn Fivush, in the abovementioned book opines:

Families tell stories of theirpast to inform the younger generation of who they were,
remain as a family, and what that means.
tives and selves for

they express ways of understanding what a life looks like, how
to be anindividual thatis partof

ividual ways of understanding

who they are, and who they will
Intergenerational narratives provide models of both narra

adolescents;
experiences should be evaluated, and what it means
this family. These are the stories that secp into our ind

our experiences and narrating our lives. (Fivush119-120)

The intergenerational narratives that we listen to, from our parents or other family

members, play asignificant rolein the formation of ouridentity, in deciding the way how we

see ourselves. Natalie Merill, Jordan Booker and Robyn Fivush in the essay “Funclions of

Parental Intergenerational Narratives Told by Young People”argued:
The family is a eritical site for the transmission of cultural knowledge, collective

memory, and narrative identity, and families are embedded within socio-cultural
contexts that privilege some forms of knowledge and values over others. The
transmission of family history and values across generalions occurs through casual,

daily conversations and deliberate storytelling from older family members to

younger members. (Merill etal. 753)

The storvtelling, a regular activity that Besant and her mother was engaged 1n, was
the platform of transmitting not only the “f amily history and values across generations”, but
also played a significant role in the formation of Besant's namative identity. The ancestral
narratives have an emotive significance for Besant. Fivush furtherargues:

Memories of our past experiences form the core of the autobiographical self, the
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story of who we are over time and in relation to others. But the autobiographical self

goes well beyond the facts

interprotations, our evaluati
others, weaving a complex story of human drama that unfolds over time. (Fivush 2)

of what we recall of our experiences 10 include oy

ons, our thoughts and emotions, as well as those of

If autobiographical memory comprises of “the cultural life script [that provides op,
with] a template for developing one's individual life story” as Fivush further affirms ij
Family Narratives and the Development of an Autobiographical Self, the strict yet selfless,
passionate vet spiritual image of that unseen grandaunt that lives in Besant's memory ang
reminisced while recalling her in the autobiography, also becomes a paradigm of
representing, redeveloping and recreating herself. Never having seen her Irish ancestors,
Besant affirms that the Irish family tree carved in the mantelpiece (to which [ have referred in
the paragraph with which I began this paper) went in forming her identity, because on secing
this family tree, she visualised a line of noble men and women who could not even imagine of
compromising with honour and self-respect, who could take heartbreaks and griefs in stride
but never give up on one's ideals, in principles that one grew believing in. It is from her
mother's narrative that she came to know the ethies of her great-grandparents:

To her the lightest breath of dishonour was to be avoided at any cost of pain, and she

wrought into me, her only daughter, that same proud and passionate horror at any

taint of shame or menited disgrace. To the world always a brave front was to be kept,
and a stainless reputation, for suffering might be bomme but dishonour never. A
gentlewoman might starve, but she must not run in debt; she might break her heart,
but it must be with a smile on her face, I have ofien thought that the training in this
reticence and pride of honour was a strange preparation for my stormy, public, much
attacked and slandered life. ...(Besant, An A utobiography 16)
The “lightest breath of dishonor to be avoided at any cost of pain® that she imbibed
from the intergenerational narratives became embedded in her memory, the ideal that "8
gentlewoman might starve but not run in debt” became a part of her self-identity and this
prompted her to severe ties with her husband Reverend Frank Besant, the clergyman whom
she married with the aspirations of being a priest's wife and thus a step closer to achieving
divinity, but when she realized that Besant was a domineering patriarch and demeaned his
wife's values, “the pride of honour" imbibed from her family narratives and forming hef
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autobiographical memory, made her desert the man

| [ would like to conclude this paper with the self-introspecting lines with
which Besant ends her autobiography:
And thus [ came from storm to peace, not to the peace of an untroubled sca
of outer life, which no strong soul can crave, but to an inner peace that outer
troubles may not avail to ruffle, a peace which belongs to the eternal and

not to the transitory, to the depths not to the shallows of life. (Besant, An
Autobiography 364)

[faccording to Fivush, “The ability to link a past “me" to a present “me” requires a
new form of awareness, and necessitates at least two new developmental skills: the ability
to link not only a previous physical self to the current self, but — perhaps even more
importantly — the previous mental self to the current self” (Fivush 2), this undoubtedly
owes to autobiographical memory, and Besant's refection of her past self and connecting it
to present is actually spiritual and psychological rather than being physical,
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A Brief History Of The Movement For Social Mobility In Benga)

Dr. Madhuparna Chakrabunw_,,

Caste is the most characteristic and many would say —a unique social institution of Indig,
No interpretation of our history and culture can demand a hearing unless it encompasses the
caste system. The colonial saciology had simplistically argued that Indian society was
divided primarily into two religious categories-the Hindus and the Muslims, while the
former were further subdivided into mutually exclusive castes.
Since there are different castes i.e. jatis and their ranks in the regional caste hierarchy of
Bengal a short note on the caste hierarchy of the same is necessary before proceeding with
the discussion on social mobility. Going by the prevalent tradition of caste hierarchy the
castes of Bengal may be divided into six groups: the Brahmanas, the Vaidyas and
Kayasthas, the Nabasakh, the Ajalchal, the intermediary caste ranking between the
Nabasakhs and Ajalchals and the Antyaja caste. Broadly speaking the Brahmanas of Bengal
are further divided between two major categories viz., clean and unclean. Those who have
retained their qualities which are expected of the members of the highest caste are the
sadhbrahmans, the unpolluted i.e. clean Brahmans. The unclean category include the patit
(fallen) Brahmans who have polluted their caste by violating the code of conduct of the
highest caste. The Vaidyas and Kayasthas are mostly landholders and professionals while
the Nabasakh castes are both traditionally and predominantly artisans, agriculturalists and
traders. Between the Vaidyas and Kayasthas the former occupies a higher position.
The Nabasakh rank is said to have been formed of nine (nava) branches (sakha) of the clean
Sudras. But now the rank includes fourteen castes. In certain parts of Bengal the number of
Nabasakh castes are fifteen or sixteen. On the other hand the Ajalchal are those castes who
are not capable of giving drinking water to the Brahmans or the castes who are collectively
referred to as Satsudra. Hence they are Ajalchal or jalavvuvaharya i.e. whose water cannot
be used. They are also served by unclean Vama Brahmans. Lastly, the Antyaja cast

constitutes the lowest strata of the caste hierarchy and they include the untouchables whose
touch is capable of polluting a person belonging to the castes ranking above.

Social mobility in various degrees and forms was present in Bengal's social life since the
pre-colonial times, as Hitesh Ranjan Sanyal has shown. Indeed, he has argued that the cast®
system could survive for such a long time because of this inner dynamism and ability 1©
accommodate upward social mobility and thereby absorb tensions from below. Shekhaf
Bandyopadhyay has shown that the colonial rule by opening up English education 2%

creating some new opportunities in public employment and professions, made the proces®
more widespread and perhaps relatively easy. What now became almost ubiquitous W23 ?

__—--'"‘-"/
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desire to move up the social ladder and to have that mobility legitimated through recognition
in the decennial census reports, Exclusive caste ussociations in the place of the carlier multi
caste dals, therefore began to proliferate during this period, with the specific purposes of
organising self improvement as also sharing power within the ambit of the new colonial
institutions.

One group of historians think that it was the social and political aspirations of the socially
mobile groups which resulted in such movements. Others like the subaltern scholar Partha
Chatterjee however feel that there were protests against the ideology of hicrarchy and
monopoly of power that caste system sanctioned. Bengal has had her own share of historical
debate.

Most general studies on caste system of Bengal followed the usual social mobility model
that originated from M.N.Srinivas's theory of sanskritizalion and westernization. Limited
social mobility, itcan be argued led to the organization of caste associations which sought to
legitimise their new position by publishing journals which preached refinement of social
behaviour and adoption of purer ritual symbols like the wearing of the sacred thread or
prohibition of widow remarriage, introduction of dowry and child marriage and finally
claiming census recognition of their higher ritual status. There were of course variations in
individual situations, the Rajbansis forexample having aprehistory of state formation or the
prosperous Kansaris being threatencd by the coming of a new cheaper mass produced
colonial products. These groups thercfore had different motivations 1o organize social
action. The history of the Kansari movement in Bengal however shows how the ups and
downs in the condition of an industry determined the social rank of a case traditionally
associated with it. On the other hand it was not merely self interest which motivated the
leaders of the 'depressed classes' 10 westernize or (o seek concessions from the colonial
state, they also constructed an ideology' that was based ontheir own perception of history.
An important deviation from this familiar model however came from Partha Chatterjee. He
sought to 'disinter' Louis Dumont by unravelling the story of the religious insubordination
of the Hadi sect of Nadia districtof Bengal. Dumont's claim was that the ideclogical force of
dharma always binds individual castcs 10 the system and that this ideal actualises in the
immediate social realities of castes, can be questioned, he suggests, by showing that "the
process of actualization necessarily contains a contradiction.’ Here the contradiction is
represented by the philosophy of the Balahadi sect among the [ laciis where the teacher
among the Hadis defies the dominance of dharma by preaching a novel theory of creation,

by constructing a new cosmology and by imagining an inverted hierarchy of castes where
le caste of Bengal are placed at the top and the Brahmans

the Hadis, an archetypal untouchab
pushed to the bottom. However, Chatterjee also acknowledges the triviality or marginality

of such subordination which ultimately failed to aflect oralterthe system.
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: ion of social mobility in Bengal, Nirmal K,j_umnr Bose hes zfrgu..cd that the
Regarding the qu{:si?ﬂﬂ . tion had long emph asised on the continuity of caste
persistence of traditional caste organiza i [ndia one could see the breakdown of the
based occupations. However, in PrHﬂIc!maI n[-: ohesion of social organisation broke
exclusiveness of caste occupation for which ear lr:_r c e s ——
down to a large extent. This led to a r.icw gconomic 51_! o onomi Stricture el
seems (o be viablc. But even if there a.brca:kdﬂum mTh‘ ersistence was shown by him
persistence of cultural values associated with hierarchy. 35 P : f the Jogis
in the Jogi and Namasudra mobility of Bengal. The Ea’“fr occupalion c; delh' B e
weaving but they later took to agriculture, became economically powerfu a:. l;snl : tu.m
provided stimulus for social mobility. The newspaper Jﬂgf-‘f‘*“‘" Whs gariec i With
the purpose of establishing unity among the Jogis by dissolving the distinctions nfsul:? E“.SIE
among them and to improve their social status. This was done by ¢mﬁ'“}t ES'abhE_hlﬂE
relation with the higher classes and by following the footsteps of the service oriented middle
class groups like Brahmans, Vaidyas and Kayasthas.

The Jogis have to a large extent lost their traditional occupation but the Namasudras have
not changed theirs to that extent. The Namasudras are most inconsiderable in numberand in
districts of present day Bngladesh like Faridpur, Bakhergunge, Khulna and Jessore there are
large areas with extensive Namasudra settlements. Partly because of this and partly in
reaction to the humiliation to which their educated sections were subjected by the caste
Hindus, the Namasudras declared special concession from government. The demand for
education from the Namasudras began to gain momentum and they did not agree to join the
agitation against the partition of Bengal in 1905. They declared that they own full allegiance
to the British and that the government in its turn should meet their demands for concessions
in education and employment. Thus, the Namasudras looked upon the colonial rulers for
assistance, Rosalind O'Hanlon had shown that a similar process was at work in Maharashtra

by Jyotirao Phule.
individual jatis e, mt:w:mmga level. The first type of mobility occurred within
hypergamous scf:;iu;n such .as ﬂf ‘" ; the cases of movements from less TﬂSF‘*“mh"
second type of mobilit e mauliks to the more respectable one of the kulins. T
/T Bapk Y movements were confined to the acquisition of gre;atcr
respectability by individual castes without a corres . q ) g
ponding change in the existibz

ceremonial rank of the castes. For i
- FOr Instan . ¢
Tambulibaniks had succeeded in pmmu:?; ce, the Nabasakh Gandhabaniks and ¥

The thi.rfl type of mobility consisted in
the asi.m-fng group of a new name whic
The dissident groups from the Napit,

g themselves to comparatively higher pusitiﬂﬂ-’*
tlllt:‘f'urmaticn of a dissident group and adoptinn by
his indicative comparatively higher social Pﬂsiﬂﬂﬂ'
Dhoba and Sunri castes are the cases in point. But

i

——
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most important of the mobility movements resulted in the emergence of new castes with
higher ritual rank. Evidences of such mobility are provided by the breakaway groups from
the Gops, Telis and Blumijs. The dissident Gops and Teliis who had moved up in groups
came to be known as Sadgops and Tilis respectively and they had risen to the status of
Nabasakh from their original positions of the intermediary and Ajafchal respectively. They
are known to have begun with the change in occupation as it is the most important factor in
determining the position ofa group of people in a society.

The Sadgops are an offshoot of the pastoral Gop caste who had broken away from the parent
body atleast before the middle of the sixteenth century, Spread over the territory extending
between the left bank of Bhagirathi and the south western fringe of Bengal the dissident
Gops were agriculturalists and traders and also worked as officials of the state and ofthebig
zamindari establishments, The reason why they took upon a new occupation was dueto the
prevalence of imperial rule in the border region. There was an ascent of different social
groups and the Gops could take advantage of the political chaos and built upon a new
autonomous political system in absence of political hierarchy in the plains. They also
became involved in the religious movements like Gauriva Vaishnavism and thus they
eventually became clean Brahmans. The combination of their control over land and political
power and cultural achievements helped the dissident Gops in building up a superior status
before the eyes of the people. This was socially validated through popular recognition of
their separate identity as a Nabasakh caste of Sadgops.

A similar movement is found among the Telis. They were originally oilmen by profession
belonging to the Ajalchal caste. From the seventeenth century the Telis took to commerce
including production of silk, salt trade cte, and in the course of the nineteenth century the
dissident Telis started purchasing landed estates. With theadvent of the East India Company
the Telis became involved in banking, manufacturing, coal mining, indigo planning etc.
This wealth, power and prestige of the Telis led them to raise their position. Several groups
of the dissident Telis were formed for this purpose in different parts of Bengal — one
influential group among them was led by Krishnakanta Nandi who had secured a ruling
from the scholars of Nabadwip and Tribeni. Finally the advanced Telis were recognized as

the Nabasakh caste of Tili.

The efforts for upward social
isolated jungle tracts. Like the Sadgops, the mobile Bhumij families in south Purulia and the

contiguous tracts of Singhbhum rose into prominence by organising reclamation and
cultivation of arable forest lands and thus securing command over the peasantsand the lands
tilled by them. Gradually they came to acquire political power and the combination of
power and prestige enjoyed by them induced the Bhumij landholders to detach themselves
from the rest of the Bhuanijs and claim the status of the Kshatriyas as the Tilis showed thatin

mobility by the prominent Bhumij families occurred in the

o
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the traditional society attempts for social mobility could be m:ul:: by individual
groups if they conld ehange their traditional oceupation or acquire wealth ang
tand or secure social and politic
suchasociety,

Nimal Kumar Bose also had another notion of social mobility by which lowe

were brought within the ¢

aste hicrarchy. The Juangs of Orissa and the
Chhotanagpur are best examples of this

case of coercion of foree and did
So it was really a process of accu
rites are often modified in the pro
lines will reveal the true nature o

rﬂmi”ng Or
Contro gy,

al power. These then were the sources of social mabj| ity iy

M!lmfa.g of
process. These movements were not based g any

not involve the taking up of different traditional patterns
Ituration within the hindu caste folds. Tribal Customs apq
cess of social absorption and an ex haustive Survey on thega

- The movemep,
akers and leather workers who lived in Bo] Pur of wester,

lar form of the Sun god
mmigrants from Sw :

India who were known a8

the vedic ceremonies connected

¢ Within the hingy society. Moreover, from
foreign tribes foun refuge within the Sudrd

the Magas, The cult afier
with the sun angd the Mag

indusociety,
mofl B
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hierarchical caste structure as a persistent factor in the social life of Bengal.
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Archaclogical ruins and the colonised present: An analysis of the Yernacy,
historical narratives on the metropolises of Islamicate Bengal,

SWﬂmndEcp Sep
Introduction

Between the late 19" and early 20th century, Bengal experienced a new Impeys
to writing regional histories. This impetus could perhaps be better understood wheq read
against Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay's lamentation in his essay Bangalar ltihaqs thay
in spite of its rich past in terms of places and personalities, Bengal and its people did pgy
have areconded history.' The proliferation of literature and the frequent breakthroughs
uncarthing new ‘facts’ about various regions of Bengal vis-a-vis India that was seen during
this period, eamed it the moniker of 'the great age of rediscovery.'” Most of these projects,

albeit focused on writing local histories, would eventually contribute to the composition
of 2 national history through the prism of the 'local.' The 'region’ or the ‘local would
therefore not be constructed on the basis of geopolitical boundaries and would he defined
rather on linguistic and cultural terms in most of these projects. Texts from the period
often bear testimony to voices contesting the colonial identities of Bengal vis-a-vis India's
‘heritage” on the basis of a new-found knowledge of the pre- colonial history of the
region.’ Questions of identity and ownership, pertaining to particular heritage sites, soon
preoccupied Nationalists across the country, who sometimes regarded such sites s

providing legitimacy to their aspirations. It is no wonder that projects intent on

rescarching the history and heritage of Bengal and its inhabitants, soon found patronage
from a section of the Bengal elite-

Rakhaldas Bandopadhyay received financial suppot
from Narendranath Basu, of the Basy family of Masjid Bari Street, for the publication of
his Bangalar

itihaas in 1914," while other local history projects, such as Nagendrani?
Basu's compilation of the history of northern Rarha,

Maharaj Bahadur of Dinajpur and Pandiy Dineshchandra Bhattacharya. Among e
manifestations of this sentiment, we

he

could also consider the establishment of !

Barendra Research Society in 1910 g Rajshahi, und
2 member of the D; i

found patronage from the likesof the

r—— l//
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The identitics of heritage sites would however not be contested only on the hasis of a
cnluninlfnminnniisl binary. In most eases, they would also be done on (he communally
fragmented strands of Bengali nationalism.” It is in this context that this article secks to
understand the contested identities of the heritage of Gour and Pandua, in correspondence
with the various strands of religiously informed Bengali nationalism of the late 19" carly
20* century. It would also try 1o situate primarily Hindu and Muslim nationalistic
engagements with the ruins, within the discourse of identity politics, while aticm pting to
map Colonial narratives through these later accounts. In the process, it would also address
the positions of Hindu nationalists, who subsumed all pre-Islamic Indian cultures, into one

floccose rubric of Hindu heritage,’ construeting thereby a view of the ruins of Gour and
ent in the hands of

Pandua exclusively as 'inevitable vietimization of a Hindu monum
Muslim desecrators and looters,' whilc imagining for (heir region, what TapatiGuha-

Thakurtahas called, aproverbial '‘Goldenage.’ ’

The paucity of dependable sources, which could give us a clear idea of both the
geographical location and the histarical identity of Gour, has been widely lamented by
historians. Even though Niharranjan Ray says that Gour was onc of the numerous
janapadas in ancient Bengal, he admits that it is extremely difficult to ascertain its exact
position and to map out its territory from available sources.’ Nihar Ray observes that the
name or rather the word Gour, in whichever context it may have been, appears in works of
Patanjali, Panini, Vatsayana and Varahamihira but none of them, except for Varahamihira,
shed any light on the position of the coltlement.” The oldest sources through which the
specific geographical position of Gour could be ascertnined are from the sixteenth
century- the maps of Portuguese chronicler Joio de Barros (1550) and ltalion traveler
Garstaldi (1561) which situate Gour on the western banks of the river Bhagirathi, towards

the north of Rarha." In Islamic SOUFCES of

Lakhnauti, which came to denote the area now
Lshmanavati, once the Capital city of

Persian distortion of La
Lakshmana Sena, the last ruler of the Sena dynasty.” This distortion, as the
aforementioned sources suggest. happened subsequent to the Islamic conquest of Bengal

by Ikhtyar-ud-din Muhammad bin Bakhtyar (Mahomed Bakhtiyar Khilji), a general in
'N.___________ e
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the 13" and 14" centuries however, the region of
known as Gour, does find mention." The

name Lakhnauti is a
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Quib-ud-din Aibak's army, in the 12" century. Post- invasion, Lakshmanavati regaineg in
status, as the capital or seat of power in Bengal”, Portuguese historian, Manuel de Fy;,
Sousa's History of the discovery and the conquest of India (translated), testify that the ity
of Gour maintained its position of esteem in mediacval Bengal polity until at leag yp,
sixteenth century. Sousa, in his work, regards the city as the 'principal city of Bengal' and
describes Gour as a densely populated city housing almost twelve lakh people™, Thy,
number, Sousa reports, would only go up further during festivals. Sousa also spoke of
Gour as a well-planned settlement with trees lining both sides of its streets and it

boundaries being marked by high mud walls”. Sousa's claims are seconded by another
Portuguese historian Jofio de Barros, who visited Gour in the 15505,

Inthe second half of the sixteenth century, Ganga, Mahananda and Kausiki(modern day

Kosi), the main rivers of the Bengal, gradually began to change their courses and drifted
away from the city of Gour.

Most notably, Kosi, which would previously flow into the Brahmaputra, changed its
course and became a tributary of the Ganga. Consequently, the city of Gour lost its main
supply of water and gradually tumed into a low-lying wetand unfit for living". A
disastrous flood soon followed and this led to eventual desertion of the city. The city was
repaired and beautified in 1575, by Akbar, when Munim Khan again made it his Capital
and rechristened it as Jennatabad. This new status was however short-lived. Soon after,
Munim Khan lost his life to a plague and Gour's unhealthy living conditions kept it from
regaining its status as a populous settlement"™. Soon after, Gour also lost its 'Capital city'
status to Tanda which in turn conceded its status to Pandua. Opinions on Gour's longevity
as the Capital of Bengal have been varied and scholars such as Ratnabali Chatterjee, have
pointed out multiple occasions when the seat of power, in Bengal, was transferred from
one place to another. Chatterjee reports that a similar incident took place in the early
fourteenth century when Shamsuddin Firuz Shah transferred his capital from Gour to
Pandua and rechristened the place Pandua Firuzabad”. This change was
undone by the Tughlags who took back the capital to Gour only to see it being reversed,

once again, under Shamsuddin Nlyas Shal, a few years later, in 1338

- The history of
Pandua or Hazrai-Pandua (also spelt at times as Pundooah), according 1o

Jogendranarayan Choudhuri, goes even further back in time, than that of Gour: rightupto
the reign of Adisura when Gour was a settlement under Pandua™

though Adisura's importance in the History of Bengal is undoubted

to be soon

. Unfortunately, even
- as he was considered

__—-"/
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to be the first to invite the Five Brahmanas from Kanya Kubja or Kanauj to Bengal and
thereafter give birth to a new social structure- his period and extend of reign have only
peen speculated upon at length without much evidence. Pandua too, much like Gour, was
assumed to be a flourishing Hindu city under the name Pandunagara, prior to the Islamic

¥ -
invasion.

ruins: European Engagements and Indian Histories
As mentioned earlier, Gour and Pandua's tryst with European visitors goes back to the

I lonizers {ind 1l

sixtcenth century and in spite of a steep decline in both their prominence and grandeur, both
the settlements somechow continued to experience visits from Europeans. Major James
Rennell visited Gour and Pandua in 1760 to map its erstwhile territorial stretch and also
gave a short account of its history in his book Memoir ofa map of Hindoostan, published in
1788.7 1t is clear from his accounts that the situation at Gour, at least in terms of living

conditions, hadn't drastically improved since the end of the sixteenth century. This is

because in terms of description, he isn't far away from Ralph Fitch, who, in spite

acknowledging the presence of a few villages, describes the area as

“We found but few villages but almost all wilderness, and saw many buffs, swine and
deer, grasse longer than a man, and very many tigers™

Sometime in the 1770s Robert Orme, a surgeon, physician and historian in the East India
Company also made a trip to Gour.” Despite these discrete Visits from Colonial officials
(one is able to trace from their later publishe
entire place were to be found. This void is finally addressed in 1786, when Henry
Creighton, superintendent of Charles Grant's indigo farm at Gaumalati(a place next to
Gour), voluntarily takes up the responsibility of surveying every monumental remain of

the place. Creighton, through his Opogr
published posthumousl

J memoirs) no comprehensive account of the

phical estimates, detailed sketches and
y in the form of a1 book titled The Ruins of

descriptions of the ruins,
presented in cighteen views; with a

Gour® (The ruins of Gour described and
topographical map), in many ways pioneered historical research on Gour. A year after

Creighton's arrival at Gaumalati, British mathematician Reuben Burrow, back then an

employee of the East India Company, visited Gour 10 calculate the latitudinal and

longitudinal coordinates of an rancient round lOWeE

Firuz Minar.”’ Unfortunately, apart from the coordinate
ohn Thomas, i Surgeon under the East India Company, visited

r which was in all probability was the
< no other records of his Gour visit

remain, Incidentally, J

\\\--______ e —
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Gour and Gaumalati in the same year, He did so, on orders from Charles Grant, 1,
apn Yl
examine the material resources the ruing had to offer. He found the place miserably

desolate and unwholesome."
Itis in the pioncering text- Ruins of Gour by Henry Creighton, that the perception Goy,
having once been asuceessful Hindu settlement, which was later on ransacked an ravageq
by Muslim invaders, was formulated. In other words, Henry Creighton, for the first time
brought forth the idea that Hindu monuments were broken down and converted into
Muslim structures, at Gour. He did so primarily by pointing out depictions of Hindu gods
and goddesses on certain constituent stone slabs from the mosques of Gour and Pandua.
Creighton's narrative generalises several Muslim rulers of Bengal as 'vandals,
‘iconoclasts’ and bears references to specific monuments to substantiate this claim. For
example, while speaking of the Chhota Sona Masjid (which literally translates to Small
Golden mosque in English) he suggests:
“The stone used in these mosques had formerly belonged to Hindu temples destroyed
by the zealous Muhammadans, as will be evident from an inspection of Plates XVI,
XVIl and XVIIl representing four slabs taken from this building.” ®

In plate XV1 of his book, he collates the two faces of a stone slab obtained from the ruins
of the Chhota Sona Masjid to demonstrate how one side depicts a Hindu deity: the

! i L ‘.‘\ ) T ||lI f
'i'rilﬂ-' i 1%;"-4{‘ ¥ .r||'

Wi . l }ﬁf?{
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; P i
VARAMIA AVATARA,  MUmopLo SCULPTURE
of disenl jmihe Buse fn il Sl Cadden Munmar

I
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Varaha avatar (boar) of Vishnu and the other side: an Islamic floral pattern. ™

[
[n'ths XVIland XVIII, Creighton once again highlights three constituent stone slabs
of the Chhota Sona Masjid. While plate XVII depicts Shivani, consort of Shiva the other
(XVIIT) depicts Brahmani and Bhawani, two rupas or forms of Durga.” Consequent to
his findings, it appears o Creighton that it was “a general practice of the Muhammadan
cONQUErors of India, to destroy all the temples of the idolaters, and 1o raise Mosques out of

Huswix,
a divdta lmane

: Fobrt PRANMASL
MEATL A INNLY IMAGR & NMindu lmage

their rujns.”
Plate XVII late XVIII
This makes Creighton one of the ecarliest proponents to strike a direct relationship
| between mosque- building and temple-destruction in Medieval India and to antagonize
' the Muslims (Muhammadans) or a section of the Medineval [Islamic elite as
‘desecrators.”™ In the process, Creighton also becomes the first to explore the multiple

identities of the monuments of Gour and Pandua.

Creighton's project coincided with a burgeoning British interest in exploring the

Subcontinen's history." Creighton's work immediately became a part of this trend and his

h‘ﬂwledgl: of Gour and Pandua was soon highly respected and revered. His work, post
Completion in 1801, was patronized by the erstwhile Governor General Lord Wellesley
ind thereafier published posthumously by a certain James MofTat in Caleutta in 1808."

wk was, somewhat justifiably, perpetuated and influenced a section of the

57
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succeeding scholarship on Gour, which included the likes of Francis Buchana

and J.H. Ravenshaw. Even thou gh Francis Buchanan had later ex

N Hamilmn
Creighton's paintings were at times

pressed how he fejy that

manipuluted to exaggerate the magnificence of the
ruins of Gour, most of them recognized Creighton's work as valuable and ke

ptialling back
onit on multiple oceasions. Montgomery Martin for example,

in his 1838 work, took up
ing originally belonged 15
u city which housed the
and enormous tanks.* Wit
ther important British figure,
History of Indian and Easter

Creighton's analysis of the stones of Gour and Pandua (of hav
Hindu monuments) and estimated the extent of the Hind

settlement and also inferred that the city had huge buildings

regards to the study of monuments in the Subcontinent, ano
James Fergusson, came up with his magnum Opus-

architecture, during the lawer half of the same century (1876). For Fergusson the
Gandhara school of art and architecture,

which he initially reads from the monasteries at
Jamalgiri, Takht-i-Bahi and Shah-Debri,

Tepresented the highest form of aesthetic purity
because of

in terms of Indian architecture primarily
the Bactrians had built magnificent monuments ey

its Greek influence, He believed that
en in India and assumed that they too

were subjected to Tslamic destruction.” After his

were almost non-existent and admitted
that frequent arches were almost a compulsion given that most of the structures had to be
made from bricks: in the process however, he also spoke of a distinet ind; viduality which
characterised the architecture of Bengal.”

P Heri ieva B iv
In the lauer slages of the nineteenth century, the natives gradually involved
themselves with the study of Indian antiquities. The period was also incidentally marked

the native elite,
which motivated him 1o recover his lost pre-Colonia
Consequently,

by an escalating sense of cultural nationalism within

2 consciousness

stsentiments would soon f;
scale and eventyal) Y inspire direct Prolests against the Colonial regime by means
of questioning its e Bitimacy but alsg get fra

AN auempt to transmit the sense

of cultural natign alism to
Krishna Mookherjea compiled ope
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for children and young adults, during this time. Raj Krishna's work found high
E.F,pny:mtilri'l'i from Bankimchandra who endorsed it as one of the most important texthooks
for children's education in Bengal.” In this work, Raj Krishna for the very first time
cJaimed that Bengal was not entirely captured in the 13" cenury. Both he and
Bankimchandra dismissed the theory of the entirety of Bengal falling prey toa groupof 18
cavalrymen led by Mahomed Bakhtiyar Khilji," and argued that Lakshmanasena’s
cuccessors managed to rule southern Bengal from Saptagram and Subarnagram, while
eeping its independence intact,’ for at least another century.” Raj Krishna and Bankim
rethink the timeline of Bengal's history while selectively situating Bengali independence
in an historic pre-Islamic and an imagined post-Colonial setting.

Khan Saheb Maulvi Abid Ali Khan's book Memoirs of Gour and Pandua (published in
1902), apart from marking one of the earliest engagements of a native scholar
specifically with the history of Gour and Pandua, also makes an important intervention

in this debate. Khan, who worked in the Public Works Department under the Colonial
government, at the very beginning of his book, pursues, presumes and glorifies his lost
identity as a descendant of the 'great Pathan rulers of Bengal' and strives to establish it

as a parallel national identity.  *“I belong to the ancient family of the Pathan rulers of
Gour and my ancestors came with King Firuz Shah from Delhi and settled ar Gour.
When my forefathers were much harrassed by the Governor

ey

IsI:mlcntn ruing ﬂftlw old ::npunl u[‘
Nengal Sultnate , Lakhnauti/Gour

b

L

Vg | a
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Boro Sona Mosque

of the Mughal Emperors and their number grew less and less, they selected a high land

Batna for their safe asylum; but as afterwards the

althy, the family transferred their residence o the
presentvillage of Arhidanga,"

From Khan's narratives,

one can deduce the inherent and underlying tensions
underneath the nivaling historical consciousness pervading,
these ruins, a veritably lost metrg

China and many post -Genghisi
tlenaciously

or rather associated with
matic relations with Ming

and a puissant polity which
castern part of the subcontinent. For

polis which maintained diplo
d khanates of Central Asia,
held sway over vast switches of the
Khan, the memory of departed glory and grandeur assumed a communalistic
consciousness which explains his rather cavalier attitude towards the pre-Islamicate
rmation from the standard Islamicate

ew significance against which the ‘Aryan’
ce, if not, oblivion,

onial scholar-

ruins, For Khan, the standard texwal info
chronicles of the Bengal Sultanate assumes 4 n

past of Gour somewhat pales into insignifican

In this context, the intervention of the ¢ bureaucrats assumes pivotal
significance. For the colonizers, iconoclasm and the Sultanate polity becomes
inextricably linked and thius facilitaes the way for constructing the figure of an

‘mtolerant’ Islamicate polity, which strove 1, erase the historieq) memory of the
capitulated foe. It is quite interestin

»from Bhaktiyar Khalji's invasion 1o
the Mughal conquest of Bengal under Raj Am Khan Chishii and also
the manner of tracing his own geneal Islamicate conquerors, whose
epigone, in turn, were subjugated by th ghal stute. For Khan, the ruins
SEEMS 10 announce the advent of o

Onquerors and their eventual

ogy from the
¢ incoming My

ne group of ¢
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displacement by another.

Khan intervenes by re-appropriating  the
narrative the bases a substantial part of his
narrative on Minhaj-i- Siraj's medieval text
Tabaqat-i-Nasiri, which came under severe
criticism from Bankimchandra and later on
Ramesh Chandra Majumdar. In fact,
Bankimchandra, in his quest for rendering it
baseless, even compared Minhaj's claims about
Bakhtiyar's conquest of Bengal with I8
cavalrymen with his own claims of having seen
a ghost the previous night.”” Khan furthers the
discourse with his glorification of the Islamic
invasion of Bengal and most notably claims that
the ‘recorded history' of the region doesn't begin
thereby emphasizing on the historicity of Tabakat-i-
Nasiri and negating sources which precede it. He further constructs his account of the
Islamic conquest through its knowledge from the Tabakat-i-Nasiri and considers it
inevitable and predestined, along the lines of the Tabakat." He is also not emphatic in
his treatment of the idea of Islamic desecration of pre-Islamic structures, unlike
Creighton, Martin, Buchanan or evend part of the scholarship which follows his, and

only passively mentions the discoveries of Hinduima geries on the disintegrated stones
the Chhota Sona Masjid and Chika Masjid.” For the Chhota

the publications of Creighton but barely presents to the
Il section almost
that the stones bearing Hindu images,
ught from the Sylhet during battles

nt which remains deficient in terms
ement with

Firoz Minar

b

until Bhaktiyar Khilji's conquest,

of certain monuments like
Sona Masjid he does refer to
reader his own point of view, as the sma
Creighton's narrative.” He further suggests

found in and around the Adina Masjid, were bro

fought against Sylhet by Sikander Shah, an argume :
onstructs 4 nationalist cNgag

of evidence.” T i tive, Khan ¢
. To put into perspectives : :

. asisi «ir Islamic past. In
the monumental ruins while almost exclusively “mph'““m_ﬂg > Ih.L “ b;ut l::tt re
defence of his methodology he argues (hat conclusive information & d-p .

’ 1 ave :n contra icle
Islamie past of the ruins isn't available. Khan's arguments have bee

becomes a quotation from

B e
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by the works of a section of the seholar ship subsequent to his, who attached greater
and consider the monuments "twice

victmized': first in the hands of the Islamic invaders and se
ool

emphasis on the monuments’ pre-Islamic past

condly in the hands of (e
onmizers (mainly the East India Company) who used them as a quarry of raw

materials to build newer One of the earliest and most

an's narrative came  from Rajanikanty
W's Gourer ltihaas, in 1906-07. Rajanikanta grounded hi

‘mythological' narmratives as well as the ‘seientific' deductions of the Alexander
Cunningham and Rajendralal Mitra from the several

primary sources, and stretched back
bevond

Il
monuments elsewhere, ™
important antitheses 10 M. Abil Ali Kh
Chakrabor

S arguments on the

coins, inscriptions and other
his history of the settlement,

ant contradiction to M, Abid Ali
anta also widened the focus of research on Gour emphasizi ng

the timeline of
the Islamic period. This in uself was an import
Khan's narrative, Rajanik

that any analysis of the b

1story of Gour would necessary involve a study of the hi
of all the settlements

» Such as Anga, Banga, Rarha, Mithila,
consututed Gour Banga in ancient Indjg.* Interestingly, while discussing Urkala, he
regards the pre-Islamic history of the settlement as

the period of its "Hindu
independence.”™ He also pays substantial attention to the aspect of temple defacing,

unlike M. Abid Al Khan, and idemifie
perpetrators. Rajanikanta viewed (he heritage

story
Utkala, Magadha, which

S @ section of (he Muslims as

of Gour-Pandua as
legacy of a glorious past and ended the fj

desire, in him and his conte

through independence.’

4 valued tangible

rst volume of his work underlining a grow
mporaries, of reg;

" Although luter scholy
readings us exemplary of 'Islamic
Rajanikant € hukraborty view
monuments,’

ing
tining the lost pride of the Bengalis
rship have at times characterized such
iconoclasm' and have emphasized on lookin I
edus temple desecration, as process ;
" Rajunikanta's pointof view, in its time, was

as the remaking of
quite popular and echoed the
sentiments of a lurpe

At Gour and Pandua with a
wrgument would be  better

understood with  the
ries of subsequent works which marked
Rajanikunta Chakrabony's ideas, starting from Aks
Gourlekhmala, published in thye

of his three volumes to the pre

atwhat

section of Bengalis who looked
renewed imponance, The

acknowledgement of a se

i continuity of
hay Kumar Maitye ya's edited work
¢ volumes, lrom 1912, Akshay Kumar de

-Islamie history of the region
depended heavily on the contemporary discoveries

dicated two
and much like Rajanikanta,
andreadings of inseriptions.™ In his

_.---“’/
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rcading of the Kesavd Prashasti, he found it evident that the inscription spoke of the

insmllntiun

nmﬂﬁsmrf' pam
jjve of the pres
raised serious questions regarding what the monumental ruins stood for prio
ersion should

read with a fixed syntax of 'Hindu to Islamic.’

questions would however gain limited popu
sing the ruins of Gour as mel

Gour, which followed that of

of a Shiva sculpture at the site of what was previously @ Buddhist
od Mahabodhi, during the reign of Dharmapala.” This pluralized the
{slamic identities of the monumental ruins of Gour-Pandua and
r to their

her they were converted only once and whether the conv

qecessarily be

These
under the larger Nationalist agenda of u

¢ and sovereignty. The scholarship on
lay substantial emphasis on this possible 'th

subsumed

lost prid
gumar Maitreyd, wouldn't
monuments and would rather mark a retreat to the ‘simple’ na

of ancient Gour having fallen victim to the Islamic invaders, W

fuins. Jogendranarayan Choudhuri, a casec in point,
d sense of lost pride with the apparently innumerable riches ancien

aforementione
Gour o Pandua. However, in spite of hi

possessed and was now lost, in his book

of the desecration of the pre-Islamic
Jogendranarayan clearly points out the contributions of [slamic

also, later on, lauds the efforts of Lord Curzon in preserving |
account, Gour Pandua by Charu Chandra Mitra, published in 1
of Lord Curzon and considers him almost solely responsible for W
preserved of Gour and Pandua. Charu Chandra cons
Gour and Islamic Gour and looks at them a8 uwo distinct phases s¢
widespread conversion of monuments. In his description of
Chandra mentions that a huge Buddhist stupa was broken down foc
construction of Adina which was then built from raw materials gathered from I
temples, He further adds thata large sculpture of the Buddhi,
o the gateway of the mosque Was broken down 45 were several othe
behind the walls of the mosque. He a1s0 claims that the local Mus
Wrgument and reported that all the Hindu and Buddhist traces

erased ; ey
in order to reconstruct an exclusive Islamic : dentity of the m
e S _ N
s Gour smritir shasan or'a graveyard of memories; he glorifies the ruins: |

Hindu temples in the hands

larity and would be somewhat
aphor for

Akshay
ird identity’ of the
rrative of the Hindu temples
ho built mosques from their

would contextualize the
t Gour

s criticism
of the Muslims,
rule to the city of Gour and
he ruins. Another travel
922, also credits the efforts
hatever little could be
tructs a binary between pre-Islamic
parated by & period of
the Adina Masjid, Charu
1ear the ground for the
lindu
would previously stood next
r smaller sculptures
lims readily attested this
of the monument/area Werc

psquec. Churu Chandra
ike various

\\ /

-
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others

+ A5 a specimen of extraordinary artistic merit but more i mportantly
and Muslims to celebrate it as their cultural herita ge.”

The scholarship on Gour and Pandua is further dev
Saraswati, a decade later, Saraswati, once again, limited the
monuments to being only Hindu and stated that

asks both Hindyg

eloped by historian SK.
pre-Islamic identity of the

“"What little evidence we still have of this Hindu city (Pandua) calls Up avision of
its ancient ma gnificence, w

ith temples thronged with worshippers and tanks
smiling with lotuses,"”

He wrote that during his tour he unearthed the "Hindu pasts' of most of the
monuments of Gour and Pandua, He drew ref;

erence to a stone, he claimed he had
discovered from the of the Adina mosque, which carried the

to justify his claim, Thereafter, in one his

disintegrated stones
inscription “Indranatha,” a Sanskrit name,

articlesin 1941, he Suggested thatthe entire structure of Adina actually stands on the base

of a pre-Islamie temple. Saraswati further suggested that materials from Hindu temples
were used in the constitution of that the Eklakhi

shrines of Qutb Alam and Shah Jalal and eveninthe old bridge which lies to the south of
Pandua. Saraswati believed that

Mausoleum, the buildings around the

“Every structure of this royal city discloses Hindu materials in its construction,

thus indicating that no earlier monument was spared,"

u tasthee i Nat istex

On 15" December 1932, hundreds of Santhals (a native tribe), armed with
swords and arrows, led by the Samu of Banshar, who 'styled himself as Gandhi,’ occupied
the Adina Mosque in Pandua and declared their district independent. Considering the

previously mentioned nationalist expressions of the Bengali elite, centeri ng on the ruins of

Gour and Pandua, this event becomes noteworthy for two reasons:
1.

51

As alestimony to both the existence and nature of a ‘non-elite consciousness,
centering on the ruins of Gour and Pandua,

2. Duetoa presumable proximity of the situation of the ruins of Gour and Pandua,
in the'elite’ and 'non-elite’ psyche.

. - b e
Even though it remains impossible to ascertain as to how much influence the writings of th
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E;:ngﬂ]i elite, regarding their need to regain the lost pride which the monuments of Gour and

Juaembo
Banshar, the similarity between the two expressions is indicative of a larger

died through independence of the country, had on the rioting santhals led by the

sa.-mﬂ Cl-f

jousness which endorses a ‘native ownership' of the monument. This idea among the

paives of acknowledging a pre-Colonial heritage exclusively as ‘their own heritage,’ would

Pm\"ﬂ il';spi

m‘l :1

rational intheireve ntual questioning of the history and legitimacy of the Colonial
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