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CHAPTER-I

INTRODUCTION

Theperiod aftethe Second/Norld War withesseda rapid emergence of newly
independent nations. These states started to engage in the process of nation building
and simultaneously strengthening the very idea of a national ideiititgy tried to
generate a new uni f i &atiolaist BipahkartGuptacdllsith nat i
fiexclusivist identity in the form of suptacal community called nation statéGupta,

2000). The idea of belonging to a nation predominantly guided the axtdrthe
diverse groups and communities in the formatiorthag ndional identity Such an

idea was undermine the ethnic and linguistic variation within a.dtateexample,
ethnicidentity impliesa sense of belongingness of a particular group or community
which is derive fromsame dscent. Max Weberargues that persons who consider
themselves members of the same nationality are often much less related by common
descent than are persons belonging to deferent nationalt@srding to him
difference of nationality may exist even among groups closely relatedntonon
descent (Weber 1997ut the process of building of national identity undermined the
ethnic and linguistic variatiowhich gave risdo ethnoepolitical movementsin the

late colonial period and early post independence period the nationalist leaders and
Indian state tried to integrate and briathnic groups andribals into the national
sphere by restoring their ancient heritaBat doing sg somehow they undernea

the multi-cultural, multiethnic, and multlingual identities of such groughat later

period gave rise ethngolitical movement. In the recent times, thegeups have
started to articulate their distinct identity by themselves due to threat posed by

dominant group on their distinctiveness

Ethnic identity is oneof the most widely discussed issuam®mongst scholars,
policy makers, an@cademiciansThe term ethnicity is derived from the Greek word
6et hnos6é6 whi ch me abBriksen)20E0a4) ImteerlJditedbState®agd a ga n 6
Amer i c a, as@eolite teimcwsad used throughout the Second World War to
mean Jews, Italians, Irish and other groups of peofilgerioro to the dominant
groups (2010: 4). Paul R Brasms defined ethniciy as, Aany group

dissimilar from other people in terms of objective cultural criteria and containing
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within its membership, either in principle or in practice, the elements for complete
division of labour and of reproduction forms an ethnicgater y 0 ( Br as s, 19
By objective cultural markers, Brassfers he language, distinctive dress, customs,

religion, and racetc. The above definition talks about the cultural basis of ethnicity

and differentiates ethnic groups from other social gsdogsed on class, gender and

age groups. J. Hutchinson and A. D. Smith metersix important features of an
ethnic group. These are: a common proper
of the communitya myth of common ancestrghared historicainemories,one or

more elements of common culture, link with a homeland which will create
attachment to the ancestral land, andense of solidarity among the people of the
community (Hutchinson & Smith, 2009:9. The above mentioned features are very

much essential for an ethnic group. E. Hunter and Phillip Whitten used the term
ethnicity to mean fiany group of peopl e
themselves as a distinct entity, separate from the rest of that culture. Today, most of

the social scientists use thetermtorefefia soci al group which <c
some aspects of a common <culture and 1is
1990: 3627). Thus ethnicity is a sense of ethnic identity and sense of belongingness

to a paticular group or community. It manifests the sentiments and emotions of a

group which tries to preserve their distinct identity.

I.1. Theories of Ethnicity:

There are number of approaches like primordial, instrumental, and
constructionist inunderstanding the concept of ethnicity. From instrumental view
point, ethnic identity is a socially constructed concept and the product of human
choices and actions. It S t he Acreati o
sometimes fabricate material®iin the cultures of the groups they wish to represent
in order to protect their well being or existence or to gain political and economic
advantage for t heir groups as HRwoelthe as f
primordial point of view, ethnicity is ¢6énatural 6 and &6givendo
individual carries with him some attachments derived from his/her place of birth,
kinship, religion, language and social practices which are natural to him, spiritual in
nature and provide a basis for an easy #ffiwith other people from the same

background (1999: 69Notion of primordial ethnicity developed by Clifford Geertz

15



(1973) suggested that et hni c identity d
existence, including blood and kin connections, religitmguage, region, and
custom Geertz states that these form o6ineff
also apparent that these borasalso considered to be the basis of character and the
cause of long standing ethnic rivalries and evenedat(Spencer 2014)Thus, there

are different meanings attached to ethniciRichard T. Schaefer in his study
considers 'relative deprivation' as the potential cause of ethnic conflicts leading to
extreme situations such as riots, insurgency, civil wal aether instances of social
deviations such as crime (Schaefer 2008: 69). Rational Choice theory, on the other
hand, considers ethnic identity movement as a product of human choice anohdecisi
According to Hechter (1995) and Banton (1987), any actiom lba seen as
determined by a rational motive as the basis for the pursuit of scarce resources,
usually in the form of public goods such as housing, benefits, political power or
competition for employmern{Spencer 2014}t believes that any ethnic grouplvbe
engaged in collective action only when they estimate that by doing so they will
receive a net individual benefit (Hutchinson & Smith 2009: 28). Similarly,
Constructivist approach considers ethnic identity of individuals as a dynamic concept.
Individuals, according to this approach, go on changing their ethnic identity on the
basis of their needs. Very often, they identify themselves with that identity which
gives them more advantagesocially, politically or economicallyThese approach is
somewhat essentially individualistic and somewhat aggressive actemntsedkted,
rational, pragmatic and, perhaps, with a maximum orientation as well. What actors do,
it is assumed, is rationally to go after what they want, and thlegtwant is what is
materially and politically useful for themwithin the context of their cultural and
historical situations (Spencer 20%4)There is also other perspectiokethnicity like

that of Benedict Anderson, who looked ethnic groupdraagned communitie§ He

says that the ethnic groups ameagined because the members of even the smallest
nation will never know most of their fellow members, meet them, or even hear of

them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their commyAioderson 1991)

St ephen Spencer cited from Clifford Geertz i n I
Representationo.
’S. Spencer cited from Ortner 1984 in his fRace an

16



|.2. Postmodern perspective on ethnidentity :

Post modernistiew ethnicity as a subjective human construction where ethnic
identity is constructed by a certain group in a community as an instrument to build a
power base within a state society; it has no existence outside this power game. Thus
ethnicity could be vieweds a product of certain objective conditions as well as

subjective construct for a particular purpose

Lyotard in hisThe Postmodern Conditiof1979), examined the debate over
postmodernism and views it he defining features of t
involving a rejection of th&é gr and narrativesdé of the EnI
Freedom, Justiceand Reason.Modernity is characterized by the grounding of
knowledge and science in appealdtana s t e r-namativesmiglfpt 2009: 239.

Grand narratives for Lyotard aratrinsic to the social repression and political
domination of modernityln condition ofpost modernity knowledge is fragmented

into multiple disciplines, diverse sites and particular paradighmerefore, any
attempt tofix, close or stabilize the meanings of the concepts such as identity,
sexuality, genderand ethnicityis unjust and politically dangerogkid: 2009: 203.

In case of identity construction the post modernist are critical about the process of
6ot hterafngot herds sel f. From this point of
a matter of concern in the formation of an identity. Self can construct and represent
others identityIn this regard theriew point Michel Foucault can de contextualized.
Though Michel Foucault rarely made explicit comments on the representation and
construction of ot herodés self yet , his re
ot her 0Bowe/KnovledgenSelected Interviews and Other Writ{d§80), and
Discipline and Punish: The Birth the Prisqd977) provides important interference

on it. Foucault attempts to read how within a particular discourse power produces
knowledge, how power makes a subject as an object of knowledge and how it
legitimises certain sociaand political order over others. Through discipline and
punish Foucault draws a genealogy of power by illustrating the evolution of prison
system explains on the operation of disciplinary power over others. From his
viewpointbesides the centralised formfstate powewhich used force and coercipn
power also have other qualities that more often is being exercised without any
resource of force. According to him this is the more effective type of power. Foucault
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notion of Obi opowe r stursivenfdrin @ tp@ever vdstedvin t he s
scientific and medical practices can have material effects on certain populations.
Foucault makes the point that a primordial discourse of blood could be invoked to
validate ideas of race and sexuality. For instance, uhgyf bloodline was the basis

of a number of definitions of nationality, as, for example, in Germany and Japan:

ABeginning in the second half of the nineteer
sometimes called upon to land their entire historicaightetowards revitalising the

political power that was exercised through the devices of sexuality. Racism took shape at

this point (racism in its modern, 6bi ol ogi si ni
politics of settlement, family, marriage, edtion, and social hierarchisation

accompanied by a long series of permanent interventions at the level of the body,

conduct, health and everyday life, received their colour and their justification from the

mythical concern with protecting the purity of thiwmod and ensuring the triumph of the

race. o

(Foucault 1984: 149)

From the Foucauldian view pointneeds tde pointedout that power flows
have real impacts and it originateom diver® disciplinary areas (sources), shaping
and modulating social action to identify certain groups as deviant and threatening by
constituting individual subjectivity. Foucadltstudy of digsourse has had a marked
impact on social science as it recognises that our social institutions, politics and
structures are organised through &éregi me
that focus and filter conuwsecre®s éabbheéer hées:s

Foucault defines discourse as:

iwWays of constituting knowl edge, together with
and power relations whiclinhere in such knowledge and relations between them.

Discourses are more are more than ways of thinking and producing meaning. They
constitute the énatured of the body, unconsci o

the subjects they seek to goveérn.

(Weedon 1987:108)

Foucault did not focus on ethnicity, but it seems clear that his conception of
the fluid movement of power and resistance could be applied to regimes of colonial
and anticolonial struggles where the colonizers construttedsubjective identity of

the people of its colonies. Here thereftte studywill focus the view point of some
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post modernists how they in their writings focuses the role and power of colonial

modernity in the construction and representation of thaiigeof its colonies.

Edward Said is one of the foremost scholars to have used the Foucauldian idea
of discourse in his study of the Western writings on the Oridatanalyses the
representation of self on others through the discours@rigintalism Orientalism as a
di scourse constructed and HKnowedge Aeplyingt h e
its discursive powerthe European culture was able to manage the Orient politically,
sociologically, militarily, ideologically, and imaginatively by supporting the
institutions, vocabulary, scholarship, imagery, doctrines, colonial bureaucracies, and
colonial styles of the Ea (Said 19782). Ashis Nandy states thatolonial
administration is not only about political and economic rule over other rather it has

implied cultural and psychological implications. In this sense, colonialism is also

about interpreting the self (Nandy83). The r ol e col oni al stat

towards the formation of subjectivityf the natives in IndiaMost of the identity
conflicts in India today have its origin in the colonial modernity. Théasic
institutional arrangements of colonial admirasion including the courts,

bureaucracy, police, and various technical services of government are remain same

0 C

and continue. Therefore, Partha Chatter| e

has only expanded and not The coatinugyf ob thene d O
| egacy of coloni al modernity has often
eastern region. Akoijam states thadt only the identities in this region carry the
imprints of the colonial past(s) but also they are constantly reartand reproduced

by the colonial modernity of the postcolonial Indian State (Akoijam 2006). The way

of resolving the problem of insurgency and various ethnic conflicts in this region

postcolonial Indian state has been following the colonial legacy.

Let usmove onto one other aspect of the discourse of colonial modewitty
regard to itsrole in formation, representation and categorization of the itenat
people through the caste system. There were many ways through which the colonial
rulers gaveemphasis on the objectification of the idarstin their coloniesBernard
S. Cohn in his essafn Anthropologisemongthe Historians and Other Essaipss
shown the role of census introduced by the colonial rulers in identity forméateon.
says thaCCensus emerged as an instrument of classification on the bases of caste and

identity and provided the way within the purview of colonial ethnography where the

19
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subject could identify and define oneself in apposition or in relation to others (Cohn
1987). ThedEthnographic stafeof India was important for the colonial rulers to
understand and control its subjects, and to represent and legitimate its own mission.
Nicholas B. Dirks is of the view that the ethnographic description, ase
increasingly formalied in India and caste was institutionalized affecting in the
recruitment of soldiers, into the army, the implementation of legal codes that made the
provisions of thelaw applicable on caste lines, the criminalization of entire caste
groups for local poling purpose and the assessment of the political implications of
different colonial policies in the area of local administration in caste terms (Dirks
1992). Therefore, caste based classification of Indian society is not a residual survival
of ancient Indiabut a specifically colonial form of discourse that maintained an

Orientalist vision.

Colonialism has had a significant impact towards the construction,
deconstruction and representation of Koch Rajbanshis identity as they were for a long
time underthe colonial rule. Moreover, the caste movement which was popularly
known as the Khatriya movement by the Koch Rajbanshis in thecplustial India
was influencd by the process of caste based objectification of Indian society by the

colonial discourse whbh will deat with in the third chapter.

[.3. An Account of Ethnic Identity Movements in India and in Assam in

Particular:

Identity is not an inherently attained trait neither does it has a fixed or
determined structure, rather it is open. ldentity is constructed through a close
historical interaction between the individual and soci@tya social construct, every
type of identity (religious, ethnic, etc) undergoes change along with a change in the
sociapsychological and politicoultural sphere over a period of time. In general, the
term O60identityd manifests a combination
their tradtion generating a sense of belongingness among its members. However,
generalization of the notion of Oi dentit
complex underpinnings often implicitly driven by the notion of power and ideas

governing inclusion andxclusion.
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Ethnicidentity politics starts with the process of identity constructidentity
revives and identity protection lpertain ethnic groups of the society, who consider
them to be inferior, oppressed and marginaliZéaich construction of seiflentity
begins on the basis of an ethnic consciousness of a group. Therefore, identity politics
or politics of identity generally mearthe counter movement by the oppressed and
marginalized groups or communities to protest against oppression and énjbatics
met out to various communities on the basis of their racial, religious, cultural, and
ethnic identity (Brass, 1999: 15politics of identity thus may be considered as a
phenomenon that emerges out of shared experiences of injuséiggnalizatiorand
discrimination of certain sections of the society. It happens when the members of
ethnic groups of the society find themselves as oppressed, marginalized, and
discriminated and somewhat in a state under confusion that their uniquedess a
features of their identity are under threat from the majority group. Inasithation,
the groups try to collectively mobilize themselves with a view to secure and protect
their distinct identity. Identity movement may bé different kinds, i.e. fainist,
racial, linguistic, religious, environmental, gay, lesbian, ethnic etc. Ethnic identity
movemend generally occur with an aino preserve, protect and secure ethnic
identity. Different ethnic groups belonging to diverse countries may at timeseagita
for the revival and protection of their identity and rights. This kind of agitation had
been seen arising in both the developing and developed countries from time to time.
For example,Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Iraq, Turkey, Liberia, Democratic
Republic of Congo, Somalia, Rwanda, Sudan, Philippines, Canada, Australia, former
Yugoslavia, Germany and the former USSR are some of the countries which are still
facing the problem of ethnic identity conflict.

|l ndi ads diversity e, ocastd, easaneligianfetcimekgs o n ,
the issue of identity much more complex. From theqmlenial and postolonial
period India has experienced many ethnic based identity conflicts. Despite the
division of India resulting in the formation of Pakistan aaseparate nation, the
country is witnessing the formation of s
issue of identity. Tl country also witnessed the emergence of various tribal
movements in different parts tie countrysince the 19 centuryfi ovfhich a few
have developed into bitter, violent, and secessionist movements directed against

nontribal, against state governments and

21



(Brass 2010: 151).In Punjab, thekhalistan movement was launched to carve out a
independent Sikh countrin Bihar, the Jharkhand movement was directed to preserve
the separate tribal identity of Santhals. Likewise, the Gorkhaland movement in West
Bengal was motivated by Gorkha identity issue. The abmeationedexamples

reflect identity assertion movement in India to preserve separate and distinct identity.

North-eastern region of India isimilarly witnessing many ethnic based
identity movementssince thelast six decades. After independence the region was
reorganised due to idBty assertion amongst various tribal grodpading to the
creating ofseveral new states like Nagaland (1963), Meghalaya (1971), Mizoram
(1986) and Arunachal Pradesh (198Bjom last1960sthe situation of Northeast
India is very much sensitive duettte growing assertion of identity by various ethnic
groups Sincea long time many ethnic grogpsuch as thé&laga from Nagaland;
Kukis andMeiteis from Manipur; Karbi, Dimasa, an@odos fromAssam etc have
been demandindor constitutionalsafeguardsand territorial autonomy Time and
again demands are also raised by some sections from these ethnic fgrotines
creation of separate statehood onfihasisof their distinctcultural identity, and even

someothers are attempting secede from thimdianstate.

Assam is the most populous state amongst all the Madtern stage Over a
long period of time many tribal and nombal population have been living in Assam
such as Assamese, Koch Rajbanshi, Bodo, Kachari, Sonowal, Mishing, Rava, Deuri,
Barman, Chakma, Dimad&achari, Garo, KhasiHajong, Hojai,Kuki, Mech, Karbi
and others Society in Assam has historically been mtdiial, multireligious,
multi-ethnic, multicaste, multiclass and mukhiingual in composition (Hussain
2000). The genesis of ethnic conflicts and ethnic identity movements in the state lies
in its colonial past and the Bri tlld.h pol i
Inspite of divided many times atihe basis ofthnic identity the demands suel
constitutional safeguard, creation of separate statehood etc are still continue among
many plain and hill tribes. For instance, the Karbis of Karbi Anglong district and the
Dimasa Kacharis of Dima Hasa@Autonomous Districthave been agitating for
graning of a separatetate on the bas of their ethnic identitiesFrom the1980s
onwardsthe Bodos have been demanding a separate Bodoland state on the basis of

their linguistic and ethnic identitieSimilarly, the Koch Rajbanshis are demanding

22



0 Ka ma tas p gepabate state for preserving their distinct identities and political

entities etc.

Thus, each community in Assam has its own history whagprecipitated its
identity crisis and led it to the path of movement. Koch Rajbanshi is an ethnic
communiy and earliest inhabitant of Assam. Historically this community have the
features of Austrafsiatic or Adivasi, Dravidian, Mongoloid, and Aryan, mixed up
with all four human streams or cultures but Mongoloid features werdgonénant
(Ray, 2007: 9). Usuly this community has been livingpn whole of North Bengal
barring its hilly terrains; in a sizable portion of Assam; western part of Meghalaya;
Purnia, Kishanganj districts and eastern part of Katihar district of Bihar; Jhapa and
Biratnagar districts oNepal; Rangpur, ast Dinajpur district and some parts of north
west Mymensingh, northern Rajshahi and Bogra districisregent dayBangladesh
and lower parts of BhutaTheyare known as Rajbanshi Kshatriya Bengali in North
Bengal, simply Rajbanshi in Bar and Nepal and as Koch Rajbanshi in Assam,
Meghalaya and their adjoiningreas Ipid: 8). The Koch Kingdom ruled in
Kamatapur and it is said that Sandhya Rai established the Kingdom of Kamata in the
13" century including few portions of North BengaldahVest Assam of present
Northeast India. The kingdom of Kamata was ruled by different rulers of different
dynasties from the period of mid “i2entury to the end of the #5entury (Das,

2009: 3839). The Koch established their stropgjitical power in the Kamata region

in early 18" century by the Koch Chieftain Bishwa Singha (18B80). After the
deathof BishwaSingha, many other Koch Kings ruled the Kamatapur region till the
treaty of April 5, 1773 signed between King Dharmendeaayan and East India
Company. Through this treaty Koch Kamata alias Koch Bihar became a native state
of the British India and continued till 1947. In West Bengal District Gazetteers
Durgadas Majumder writes that until "2@ugust 1949 Koch Bihar was andian

State ruled by Maharaja under British Government. By a document ®dr@gust

1949 Maharaja Jagaddipendra Narayan gave up his territory to the Government of
India. By an order under section 290A of the Government of India Act 1935, Koch
Bihar was intuded and merged with West Bengal hJanuary 1950. Since then it is
being administered as a district of West Bengal (Das, 2009: 56).
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It may be said thatie genesis of identity assertion emerged amongst the Koch
Rajbanshis due to merger of Koch Bilayainst the will of the locallhe beginning
of the feeling of Raj banshi 0s nati onal i
Rajbanshi Kshatriya leader Thakur Panchanan Burma argued in favour of Rajbanshi
| anguage in the third geanheirtayla niRetbraiisnhga dd
Rangpur now Bangladesh 1910 (Ray, 2007: 115). Uttar Khanda Dal (UKD) an
organisation was born in 1969, demandmgeparate state f&ajbanshis namely as
Kamtapur orUttar Khanda.'Uttar Banga Sanskritik Parishaahother organisation
formed in the same yealsoraised the demanfbr remgnition of Kamta language
andits development. Demanding a separate Kamata, Statgar organisation named
Kamta Rajya Sangram Parishad (KRSP$ Weaamedin the Goalpara distct of Assam
in 1969. For the same purpose in 1987, Uklianged its name to Kamtapur Gana
Parishad and in 1996 tamtapur Peoples Party (KPP)bid: 116. Kamatapur
Liberation Organisation (KLO), a militant organisation came into beaing28"
December, 199 All Koch Rajbanshi Students Union (AKRSU) and Koch Rajbanshi
Sanmilani are the two Assam based organisation fighting for separate Kamatapur state
and Schedule Tribe status for the Koch Rajbanshis living in Assam. griogiosed
Kamatapurstate compriseof elevendistricts of Assam andive districts of North
Bengal. Some other soemwlitical organisatioa thathave given further momentum
to the demand of separate Kamatapur state and Koch Rajbanshis identity assertion
movementare Kamatapuri Peoples Rgr Greater CooclBehar Democratic Front,
Kamtapuri Progressive Party, Greater Kamatapur Peoples Forum etc. Thus, it is
evident that the ethnic identity movement of the Koch Rajbanshis is a long drawn
battle and still continuing. With this background, preposed studis anattempt to
understand the historical process of Koch Rajbanshis identity formatdrthe
historical memory of the Kamatapur statethe cultural and political lifef Koch
Rajbanshisthe problem of identity among them from the colonial to the-polknial
period andthe roots and causes of their long drawn ethnic identity movesneltihe

strategies carried out by them to resolve identity crisis.

l.4. Survey of Literature:

Ethnicity is the manifestation of sentiments and emotions of a group which

in seekto preservdts separate identity. Such sense of distinct identity in general rests
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on the belief of wuniqueness Amohyolu $mitto ne 6 s
defines the ethnic community, or ethnie, as a named social group with alleged
common ancestry and shared history, one or more elements of distinctive culture, a
sense of territorial association and an active solidarity (Smith 1984: 284). Here Smith
basically focuses on the measureseof h ni ¢ c csobjaativity. Foy Briksen
ethnicity refers to the relationship between persons or groups who think or consider
themselves distinctive from the members of other groups and try to keep up this
distinctiveness. Ethnic identity becomes crucially important at the moment when it is
perceived under threat engeng from within or out. Hargues that modern education

and technology plays an important role in generating opportunities and constraints for
culturaland social organizations including ethnic groups (Eriksen 2010).4t is a
phenomenon that isesout of the shared experiences of injustice, marginalization,

and deprivation of certain sections of the society (Imchen 2007: 85).

Paul R. Brassn his wak Ethnicity and Nationalism: Theory and Compariso
(1999)discusses ethnicity and nationalism from the sailitical point of view and
describes these as a sepmlitical construct. He describes ethnicity through
instrumentalist theory of ethnicity arslates that ethnicity is not a given or natural
phenomenon; rather, these are the creation and construction of the elite groups of the
society. The elite groups exploit and control the emotions, sentiments ahdhitieg
of the ethnic groups in order @ain their sociepolitical and economic benefits in
society. Brass argues that competition among the elites for-socimmic and
political power and benefitgives riseto ethnic identity consciousness and ethnic
conflicts. The cultural norms of the eih groups, their values, customs and practices
are the main instruments for the elites to compete for politicaepawd economic
benefits. Brasdurther states that in a multi cultural and multi ethnic society the
centralizing nature of the state incsea the possibilities of conflicts. Thus,
decentralization andevolution of powenf the state is essential to manage and deal
with various kinds of identity and ethnic conflict in India.

Pahi Saikia in her worlethnic Mobilization and Violence in Nihreast Inda
(2017 discuseshe ethnic nobilization andethnic violence in Assam and explgthe
complex relationship b eabtdueeaaminanAssameses Ot r

community According to heithe main cause of ethnic identity conflicts of different
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tribal groups in Assam are duelamk of communication angspect on the part of the
Assameseommunity towards tribal groups. She discusses three main tribal groups of
Assamviz. Bodos, Dimasas anti¢ Misings and th&ibal ethnic movement launched
by them for fulfilling their demands. Even if all three tribal groups are from similar
circumstances thethnic identity movemestlaunchedby them are different from
each othemith regards taheir intersity, nature, support base, and success of their
movement. The Bodo movemerior instance, ionsidered as high intensity and
largely violent in natureThe natureof Dimasa movemenbn the other hands not so
much violent so they have taken the malglath The Misings hae taken the less
disruptive methods to fulfil their demands for autonorfilge author has attributed
these differencesvithin the three ethnic identity movements to the differenoe

leadership quality, geographical location, andrthEns and expectations.

Monirul Hussain inhis work The Assam Movement: Class, Ideology, and
Identity ( 1 9 95) narrates the anti 60f oreignerso
known as AssanMovement betweei979and 1985. Hussain states that the Assam
movement was not truly an ant. 6f oorei gne
rather it was an act of inciting of the Assamese elites for their self interest. The Assam
Movementdemonstrated the illegal migration as the maiseof identity crisisof the
Assamese people. But the autpoints outthat it is not soThe author argues that the
migrants also had their own contribution towards the economic development and
formation of composite culture in Assam. But the diteup ofthe Assamese society
has misinterpreted this by mixing their self interest with the interest of Assamese
nationality. Here, though Hussadoesnot directly deals with the Koch Rajbansis
identity question but he has taken as reference to look at the éssamddle class

domination on other small ethnic groups like Koch Rajbanshi of Assam.

Sanjib Baruah in his workndia against Itself: Assam and the Politics of
Nationality (2008) analyses the history of conflicts between-jpalan nationalism
and Asamese sub nationalisand looksinto the economic and political history of
Assam since the province became a part of British Intie author says that the
region has witnessed various types of ethnic violence, nationalism conflicts, human
rights abusesybthe government security forces and insurgents, kidnappings, murders,
extortion etc. However, the situation in recent years is very serious. These conflicts

affect the economy of this region very much. The author argues that this kind of
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violence and coltiitts is the outcome of the strong centralizing tendency of Indian

federalism.

Virginius Xaxa in his articlePolitics of Language, Religion and ldentity:
Tribes in India(2005) dvells on the sociepolitical efforts and agitation by tribal
groups to preseevand protect their distinct language, religion and identity. In the late
colonial period and early post independeperiod the nationalist leaders and Indian
state tried to integrate and bring tribals into the national sphere by restoring their
ancient leritage. But in the recent times, the tribal grdwgve started to articulate
their distinct identity by themselves due to threat posed by dominant group on their
distinctiveness, arrival of education and demands imposed by development. The
growing middleclass amongst the tribatgsgiven a new shape in the articulation of
their identity by leading the socolitical movements for protection and

development of their language, religion, culture and customs.

Sanjib Baruah in his worburable Disorder: Undestanding the Politics of
Northeast India(2008) highlights a new perspective to understand ethnic caenflict
and meaning of democracy in northeast India. He says that the low intensity problems
of northeast India is a great concern for the Indian statieeagion has been facing
lots of insurgency problems, violence and conflict since independence. Barmfah
the view that in order to bring peace an
towards this region will have to be changed and linked teva foreign policy with
Southeast Asia. He tries to understand the nature of Indian state, its complexities and
diversities along with the consequences of colonial power which had different results
for different regions in India. In case of colonial expece the nortreastern region
of I ndia is different from rest of Il ndi a
Schedule which today is understood as the ethnic homeland subtext was the result of
British colonial efforts to create protected enclavesr 6 abor i gi nesd whe
all owed to pursue their Ocust obasedgulespr act i
of land allocation. The conflict between the concept of nationalizing space and
speaking of frontier space generates further contlietaseen the ethnic groups living

in northeast India and Government of India.

Sanghamitra Misra in her wolecoming a Borderland: The Politics of Space
and Identity in Colonial Nortleastern Inda (2011) points out a new way of
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understanding the nordmastern region of India and the ethnicities existing in this
region. Focusing on the historical background of western borderlands ofeasttrn

India she highlights how power was arranged by calem through different tactics.

In the precolonial period this region had existed in the imaginary core of the history
of India and based on this imaginary core, colonial state integrated it with the
important area of colonial interest which brought estdtions between the space of
colonial state and ethnic notion of space and power. The most important manifestation
of colonial power in this borderland had been seen in the conflicts over livelihoods
and lifestyles of the peasants by imposing a unifoation of the inactive cultivator

as the ideal productive subject and introducing the tenurial settlements and
encouraging the migrants from other regions. The etandorial frame created by

the colonial officials to create boundaries between admitiigranities and to plan

rules of exclusion has been continuing to shape the notions of aspirations of the

different ethnic groups.

Rajib Nandi in his articleSpectacles of Ethnographic and Historical
Imaginations: Kamatapur Movement and the RajbanshisQt® Rediscover Their
Past and Selve®014) presents the Rajbanshi as the victims of social and political
hegemony by the colonial government, the Indian state and the dominant groups. He
states that the present interpretations made by the Rajbangésr afwn history and
identity are a mixing of colonial ethnography on one hand and Rajbanshi
mythographies on the other. Based on these two aspects, Koch Rajbamshi

agitatingto revive their identity which is rooted in their deep sense of history.

Ashok Das Gupta in his worQueryingRel evance of the Ter |
Peopl es 0 -LevetApproadhtwitheSpecial Reference to Rajbanshi Community
of North Bengal, West Bengal, Ind2013) states that colonial administration brought
many changes in th€och Rajbanshi area which affected the life and livelihood of
Koch Rajbanshi people. Under the colonial ruparticularly from 186Q drastic
changes took plaedrom a subsistence economy to a revenue based economy with
introduction of tea timber and ltig; introduction of permanent settlement system,;
setting up of the forest department and reserve forests brought huge changes as forest
based community in the life of the Koch peoples in those area. The new system
introduced by the Britishers affecteceth greatlyunlike those elements living within

princely province of Koch Behar. Moreover, the immigratiorBboatias(immigrated
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Bengalis) to their living area affected them which was initiated and encouraged by the

British rules.

Swar aj B a Bynaings ofvA Cdste Movement: Rajbansis of North
Bengal, 19101947 (2003) is one of the important work on the Kshatriya Movement
of the Koch Rajbanshis of Bengal. The work mainly deals with the upward mobility
movement of the Koch Rajbanshis during thdyepart of 20" century. it has also
successfully discussed the migration of the upper caste Bengali gentry in to Rajbanshi
dominated North Bengal and its impact on the social unrest among the Koch
Rajbanshis of North Bengal. Somehow the work has alsb twiéook into the role of

colonial caste policy and its impact on the Koch Rajbanshis caste movement.

D. Nath in hisHistory of the Koch Kingdom, 154815 (1989) Narrates an
overview of history Koch Kingdom, structure of the Kochingdom, its
administration, and many other important aspect of the kingdom. The work has
covered a period of hundred years which is very significance in terms of Koch
history. He states that the rise of the Koches as a political power on the ruins of the
Kamata kingdom in the early part of the"l€ntury is an important chapter in the
history of northeast India. Under their powerful king Naranarayan, they extended
their influence over almost the entire nedhst. But their glory was weakened due to
the partition of their kingdom and conflict between the ruling houses of the divided
kingdoms of Koch Behar and Kamrup. He states that the actual contribution of the
Koch rule lies in the patronage it extended to the culdgaklopmentf this part of
the ountry as well as to the Nagaishnavite movement, which revolutionised the

whole face of the Assamese society.

Arup Jyoti Das in his workKamatapur and Koch Rajbanshi Imaginatio
(2009) discusses the historical background of Koch Rajbanshi peopléseanidng
struggle for social justice and recognition of their distinct identity. Though Kamatapur
was there in history from $3Century, the Koch came out as a strong political power
only in the early 18 Century with the establishment of Koch Kingdom in the
Kamatapur region and ruled by different rulers till the independence of India. He says
that with the subsequent merger of Kamatapur with the dominion of India as a district
of West Bengal there was @& of sub nationalism feelings to preserve their distinct

identity and raised subsequent demands for autonomy. In support of their demand
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many sociepolitical organizatios was formed.e. Uttar Khanda Dal, Uttar Banga
Sanskritik Parishad, Kamata Rajyargram Parishad{amatapuri Peoples Party,
GreaterCoocBe har Democratic Front, Al Koch
Kamatapur Peoples Foruetic Subsequently militant organization also came in to
being demanding a separate territory of them. De&s pointed out that presently
Kamatapur does not have its material existence but it lives in the imagination of Koch

Rajbanshi peoples.

Nalini Ranjan Roy in his worlKoch Rajbanshi and Kamatapufhe Truth
Unveiled (2007) basicallyfocuseson the histoical process of Koch Rajbanshis
identity formation, different theas of their origins, and the rise of Koch Empire till
the independence of India. Koch Rajbanshis werginatal of Kuvach, Kirats
Chinas, lived in frontier states of India in ancient pérand entered in Northeast
India from ThailaneVietnam belt. Inthe 13" century they established thé&impire
and continued till independence of India. Roy discusses the Koch Rajbanshis feelings
of identity crisis, drive for revial of their distinctiveness through soqiolitical
movements. During the British rule Kamatapur was a princely state ruled by Maharaja
as a feudatory prince, in 1949 it joined the dominion of India and finally it was
merged with the province of West Bengal aglistrict. Problem of identity of the
Koch Rajbanshis were started with the joining as a native state of British India

through the treaty of April 5, 1773 and it has been continuing.

Sailen Debnath in his worlhe Dooars in Historical Transitior(2010)
investigates the role and importance of Dooars in the past as a centre of flourishing
culture and civilization. Dooars was a geographical descriptive name where
communications with other kingdom were taking place. Therefore, it is also known as
door of comnunication. Debnath statésat down the Bhutan hills, the part of India
with an average breadth of 30 kilometres and length of 350 kilometres in West Bengal
and Assam were known as the Dooars. There elerendooars in Bengal amgeven
dooars inAssam.A total eighteendooars were there in that area. The Dooars was the
seat ruled by many dynasties of which Kamatapur the mostkweln was ruled by
Koch Kingdom. The kingdom of Koch Bihar was founded by Viswa Singha in 1496
A.D. and ruled by many rulers rbugh many political ups and downs. Since the
establishment of their dynasty their socidtural position was well established

through different movements and cultural changes. After the merger with West
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Bengal the Koch Rajbanshi people began to feehtigaction and alienation from
the state and dominant groups resulting in the rise of gmdiical movements

demanding autonomy and protection of their distinct identity.

I.5. Rationale and scope of the study

Ethnicity or ethnic identity consciousness is one of the important issues that
promotespolitics of identity and leads to ethnicity based identity movements. Ethnic
conflict is in fact a dispute about political, economic, social, cultural or territorial
issues between two or more ethnic groups which hamper the process of national
integration and economic development of one region (Brown, 1997) s$te of the
crisis andassertion of identity of the Koch Rajbanshis and the consequent identity
movementmerits a critical discussiorof the variousfactors behind such assertions
As stated aboveidentity assertion byany ethnic groupis born out of social,
economic,cultural and political deprivationas perceived by the respective grolmp
the multilingual, mdti-ethnic and multcultural landscapef Assam, emergence of
identity movements of different ethnic groups lead to lot of serious issues ranging
from terrorism, economic stagnancy, cultural threats and political instabilibye
issue ofKoch Rajbanshiidentity has already transcendid limit of a mere identity
movement andhasturned out to be a major catalyst of tBeciopolitical scenariaof
the stateThe recent times has witnessed the rise of various-potitical movements
and adoption of prest mechanism by them. Demandshefse movemeniaclude a
range of crucial issues like the demand for a separate statehood, demand for Schedule
Tribe status, recognition of timelanguage, economic protection, socigdtural
improvement etc. This assertion of identity is articulated in the field of culture also
which includes the revival of food habits, traditional dress, literatousjc to name a
few. So these issues are majemerging socigolitical concerns in the field of

nationalism, sumationalism, sockeultural and economic development etc.

Thus the identity questionof the Koch Rajbanshappears to bef a vital
concern in the socipolitical field and henceneeds aserious academic discussion.
Here in lies the rationale of thegzentstudy. If we see the existing literature on Koch
Rajbanshithere arevery few studiesthat deal with the identity question of Koch
RajbanshiMoreover most of the studies stick moreth@ historical narratives of the

group and thus the problem of identity and its consequent developments have often
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been ignored. Thus the stublgpes to fill the void in thexisting body ofliterature
Thus thestudy has tried teombine the historical @hanalytical methods in the study
of thedynamics oKoch Rajbanshi identitjormation

It is the urgency of the time to look into the other dimensions of the issue so
that a proper understanding and viable resolution can be framed. Keeping in mind this
reality the studyhas triedto understand the process of identity formation of Koch
Rajbanshi under the colonial and postcolonial state and the problem of their identity
from colonial to postolonial period Understandinghe reality behind such issue
may help uncover the ground reality of theonflict scenario of the state and the
political determinants working underneath. Moreover, the validity of such demands
and justifications of the use of culture and cultural means also need to be evaluated.
Academicresearch helps in spreading the information and awareness of such crucial
fields in the wider paradigm. Koch Rajbanshi issue hardlyggtslarly attentiomnd
it affects its proper evaluanhs. Considering all these limitation, an attengpbeing
made lere tosomewhataddress this highly significant issue and to place it in the

mainstream academic platform so that nte@sonabletadies can be initiated.
|.6. Objectives d the study:

To study the dynamics of ethnic identity formation;

To study thehistorical process of Koch Rajbansidentity formation;

To study the problem of identity of the Koch Rajbasgiom the colonial to
the postcolonial period,;

1 To examine the socipolitical movements led by Koch Rajbarshi
[.7. Research Questions:

How are ethnic identities formed?

1
1 What is the historical background of the Koch Rajborgysgleintity formation?
1 What are the reasotisat led to the identity movemeot Koch Rajbansis?

1

How the Koch Rajbanshigre using socipolitical movement in negotiating

their identity crisis?
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1.8. Methodology:

The present study is based on qualitative methods. To understand the root of
the problem and its magnitude and impact in present day context, the pradgnt st
hasadoped historical and analytical methods of research respectivite studyhas
tried to include both primary as well as secondary sources of 8at@ndary sources
of data include relevant books, journals, magazines, news papers, websiteeand o
related information. Primary sources of data compriskeinterview, government
reports, census data, memorandums, proceedings and other associated techniques. The
primary da& is collected through a semi structured interview schedule and group
interview etc.It is generally felt thabnly a section of the population will have an
extensive knowledge about the problem of the Koch Rajbanshi related to identity
issues, therefore théusly has appliedpurposive and snowball sampling for selecting
the respondents. Though the study slemith the issue of identity of the Koch
Rajbanshi living in Assam but to understand the historical process of their identity
formation and the problem dheir identity within the discourse of colonialism the
study hasalso include the study of North Bengal and particularly Cooch Behar as
historically they were under one Kingdom.

1.9. Plan of Study:.
The proposed studyas been divided into followinfive chapters.
Chapter 1: Introduction

This chapter is an introductory overview of the proposed research. This
chapter will introduce the subject, the objectives, research questions, scope of the
study and the theoretical framework to be adoptédoreover, this introductory
chapter aims taliscuss briefly the concept ethnicity, the process of ethnic identity
formation and periphery of the few cases of identity crisis and conflicts in

contemporary world and relation it with that of ¢foRajbanshin Assam.
Chapter 2: Historical Process of Koch Rajbanshi Identity Formation

This chapter will analyse the historical process of the Koch Rajbanshi identity
formation and the historical memory of Kamatapur state in the cultural and political
life of Koch Rajbanshis. The settlement of Koch Rajbanshi in Northeast India, the
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establishment of their kingdoms, the advent of British, their subsequent merger with
India and present relative position of their identity will thoroughly discuss in this

chapter.

Chapter 3: Problem of Koch Rajbanshi Identity: Colonial to Postcolonial Period

This chapter will narrate the problem of Koch Rajbanshi identity from the
colonial to the postolonial period. Construction of Koch Rajbanshis identity within
the discourseof colonialism will discuss here. Moreover, the secuttural and
political identity crisis related to them within the colonial and jpa$bnial state will

be discussed in this chapter.
Chapter 4: Koch Rajbanshi Identity Movement and state responses

This chapterwill look into the emerging identity consciousness among Koch
Rajbanshi, the socipolitical agitation for separate statehood, andrtldeimand for
getting Scheduled ribe status under 6th Schedule of the constitution. This chapter
will also dudy political mobilization among Koch Rajbanshi commnity in
encountering the problem of identitfFurther, the chapter will discuss the state

responses towards the sog@iolitical movements of Koch Rajbanshi.
Chapter 5: Conclusion

This concludingchapter will sum up the entire findingds the studyon the
basis of the analyses and will suggest for probabletion of the problems. In
addition, the limitation of the study and scope for further research will also discuss in
this chapter.
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CHAPTER-II

KOCH RAJBANSHIS AND THE KINGDOM OF KAMATAPUR:
AN HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

[I.1. Origin of Koch Rajbanshis:

Koch Rajbanshis are one of the oldest aboriginal ethnic groups of South Asia.
Presently they are found in three South Asian countries wiza,IlBangladesh and
Nepal. In India they are predominantly found in four Indian states, West Bengal
particularly in North Bengal, Assam, and some parts of Bihar and Meghalaya. There
are different views among historians and scholars about the origin of Koch
Rajbanshis. But before going to the discussion on the origin of Koch Rajbanshis
identity, it would be useful to have a short discussion on the use of theKeahs
and Rajbanshisynonymously as in the present study both the term has been used
together. $araj Basu in her worRynamics of ACaste Movement: The Rajbanshis of
North Bengahas given a clear picture on the question of whether the terms Rajbanshi
and Koch are synonymous or not. She has shown broadly two lines of argument
regarding the origin of the Rajbanshis; one by colonial offiwieth-ethnographers
broadly they can be considered as orientalists and another by the Rajbanshi caste
publicists (Bau 2003: 27). In the colonial writings, the Rajbanshis were generally
regarded as purified group of 6éKochd who
caste norms leaving their own traditional cultural practices and social horms. B.H.
Hodgson, W.W. Hunterand Herbert Risley are among the colonial writers who have
opined that the Rajbanshis were a purified group of Koch who adopted Hindu culture
and social norms during the reign of Viswa Singha who established the powerful
Koch kingdom in the beginning afixteenth century However, E.A. Gait who also
belongs amongst the colonial writer stated a slightly different view. Based on the
census report of 1901 he says that the Rajbanshis of Rangpur did not look like the
Koches and sprang from entirely differesoiurce. Gait is of the view that though there
were many racial intermixtures in some places, the Rajbanshis belonged to a

Dravidian tribe. In Jalpaiguri, Koch Bihar and in Goalpara in Assam, the people now

3 For detail see Basu, S. (2003). Thgnamics of Caste Movement: The Rajbanshis of North Bengal,
19101947 New Delhi: Manohar Publishers and Distribution.
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known as Rajbanshi are either pure Koches who halistinctly Mongoloid features

or else a mixed type in which the Koch element usually prevails (Basu 2063: 28)

The views of British ethnographers and officials were more or less same like
the above interpretations by the colonial writers. But therghtiens of local writers
were different. They have opined that the Rajbanshis are different from and superior
to the Koch. These views are found in the writings of many indigenous writers, i.e.
Monomohan Roy, Hara Kishor Adhikari, Upendranath Barman, MalabBarman
et c, Monomohan Roy has argued, #Airrespect
Koches were originated from entirely distinct caste. In social status the Koches were
decidedly inferior to that of the Rajbanshis, who had greater ceremamigl fhan
the Koches. The physical features of the great majority of the Rajbanshis of Rangpur,
except northern part bordering on Kooch
physi ognomy of the Koches was diTheinct]l
arguments in others indigenous literatures is almost similar to that of Monomohan
Roy as they have argued that the term 0K
and the term Rajbanshi existed long before the conversion of the Koch King Viswa
Singha to Hindism in the early sixteenth century. Some recent studies are also in the
same dilemma on the question, that whether the Rajbanshis were the descendants of
the Koches or they were a mixed race. This kind of controversies in the usage of the
term OKRahdaamshi ® separately still contir
But at present in the case of Assam, in most of the recent studies on Koch Rajabnshis
and existing most of the Koch Rajbanshis civic organisations has been witnessed of
using boththeten t oget her and has treated as one
Assam Koch Rajbanshi Sanmilani 6 (AAKRS),
(AKRSU) , 6Koch Rajbanshi Sahitya Sabhabo
interchangeably. (Das 2009: 28)

The oigin of the KochRajbarshi continues to be subject of controversy.
Although there is a general agreeménat the Koches include the Maches, Kacharies,

Bodos, Rajvamsis, Garos etc. but still there is a difference of opinion about their

“Basu, S. cited from Gait, E.A. (1901). Census of India, vol. VI, pt. |, pp:3382

*For more informati on ome et hRo yR®yrNalaoh Ssttic @ecietiNaft e s
Bengal vol. LXXI, no. 2, 1902, pp. 53.

® Presently in Assam the members of the Koch Rajbanshi community like to have designated
themselves as Koch Rajbanshi instead of Koch or Rajbanshi separBitelye were observed
particularly through the field survey that | have discussed in the chapter IV.
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racial origin (Nah 1989: 2).A. C. Choudhury, the renowned scholar who belongs to

t he Koch Rajbanshi community argues that
and the Trantras, which were composed in India by the Aryans to malign their
opponent s. He GsKoacthebs , c aimmeh ed owmonr dwi t h t hes
came downwards from North China or Siberia region after struggling hard against
natural odds and calamities in addition to the opposition from the rival groups in

which most of the male members of Koches watled in their way by fighting
(Choudhury 1991: 61). 0 He further writes,
now occasionally sung by the Koch Rabhas, which is indicative as to their origin and
developmento ‘(I bid: 1991: 61).

Edward Gait the coloal scholar stated thdhe term Koch is ambiguous.
According to him in Assam proper it has become the name of a Hindu caste, into
which are received the converts to Hinduism from the ranks of the Kachari, Lalung,
Mikir, and other tribes. He further saysatithe Koches are frequently referred to as
60Kuvachadé in the Purans and Tantras. The
invasion at the end of the twelfth centu
and Tharu Tri besod rrieenfeSouthere Sibenai(Gain2011:M6)s e o f
Based on the above contention A. J. Das states that thought majority of Koch
Rajbanshis are not other converted tribe to Koch Rajbanshi rank, there is no doubt
that a few Mongol i an 0 (Bodo)hadjoinedehe meksadf al | y
Koch or Rajbanshi after being converted into Hinduism (Das 2009: 29). The colonial
scholar Greirson provided the same kind of argument. He observed that the Koches
and 6 Kdark efthe samé ethnic groups and the troeh€s are at any rate
represented by the Kocheries who live in Nowgong, Goalpara, Koch Behar and

neighbouring countries (Choudhury 1993: 60).

Nalini Ranjan Ray, a contemporary Koch Rajbanshi scholar argues that the
ancestors of the Rajbanshi were settierthe senthilly terrains and plains of present
day North Bengal, Assam and their adjoining areas. They embraced Aryan culture and
later took to Hinduism. Hinduism denoted the way of civilised life, following of

Vedic procedures of rituals and adopton @fSanskr i ti sedd6 Maithi

’A. J. Das cited Choudhury in hiséamatapur and the Koch Rajbanshi Imaginatjsublished in 2009
by Arunima Deka Publication, Guwahati.
8lnsteadofvr i ti ng 6Kachari 6 Greirson commonly used the

37



languages, which Aryan culture brought along with its advent into this part of ancient

India. He writes:

fithe people of this community have the featur
i.e. AustralAsi ati c aer 6,60 ABDravi di an, Mongol oi d and
Mongoloid features like short height, fare complexion and having flat nose are
predominant. Some of them can be seen as tall, fare and having sharp nose like people

of north or midland Indians, who trace therigin in Aryan culture; some of them can

be seen as far as Aryan people and at the same time some are as dark complexion as

Adivasis or Dravidians. This region was like a eastern gateway of India or a meeting

place where all four human streams got ammagted, which gave birth to new

60sanskritisedo6 culture of th¥) northeastern par

Here it is important to refer to some more arguments from other scholars
about the racial origin of the Kochés make it clearer. According to Risley the
Koches are ungAryarsand morHa mildyu ofinovrer e fAa | ar ¢
tribe of northeastern and eastern Bengal among whom there are grounds for
suspecting some admi xture bi1989My. ©Ogtmini an bl
al so describes them as @Athe most conspic
1891:491%°. Dalton has stated that the Koches
thick protuberant l 1T ps and ma xconsilleeed i es o0
them as belonging to the Dravidian stock (quoted in Nath 1989: 2). E. A. Gait argues
that the divergence of views seems to have arisen from the confusion caused by the
use of the term O6Rajbanshi 6. He tosaays t h
entirely distinct community of Dravidian affinities. But was after wards adopted by
the Koches west of the Monas river, who, when they atoned to Hinduism,
appropriated the caste name of the most numerous Hinduised community in their
neighbourhood. Gistated that Jalpaiguri, Koch Bihar and Goalpara, the persons now
known as Rajbanshi are either pure Koches who, though dark, have a distinctly
Mongoloid Physiognomy or else a mixed breed, in which the Mongoloid element

usually preponderates (Gait 2045-47).

To conclude, the controversies on the origin of the Koches D. Nath states that
At he Koches are Mongol oid origin having

most probably in Tibet where from they poured into India following probably the

° Nath cited from H.H Risley, Tribes and Caste of Bengal, Calcutta, 1891,p. 491.
1 Risley cited in D. Nath, History of The Koch Kingdom, (151%15), Delhi,1989.
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coursesof the Teesta and the Dharla. They settled first in north Bengal and then
spread gradually towards the east as well as towards the south and west, where they

mi xed themselves up with the Dravidians (
Koches are oMongoloid origin having close affinities with other Bodo tribes like

Meches, Rabhas, Dhimals, Hajongs and Garos. But in course of time and in some
limited areas, they intanarried with the Dravidians and gave birth to a mixed
Mongolo-Dravidian race but hang preponderant Mongoloid characters (Ibid 1989:

4). Keeping aside all the controversies about the origin of the Koch Rajbanshis
identity it can be said that Koch Rajbanshi is a Mongoloid group having the features

of all four human streams i.e. Austtab i at i ¢ or OAdi vasi 0, Dr av

Aryan, where the Mongoloid features are preponderant.

I1.2. Historical Memory of Kamatapur and Koch Kingdom:

In studying the historical process of Koch Rajbanshs identity formation it is
very much importanto trace the history of Kamatapur kingdom from"&Sentury
onwards. Kamatapur was a region where the Koch Kingdom ruled over for a long
period of time. In the contemporary social and political discourse the Koch
Rajbanshis feel proud to identify themsdvwith Kamatapuri. The present secio
political movement for separate Kamatapur state draws its inspiration from the
historical memory of Kamatapur. History says that Koch kingdom was there in the
Kamatapur for a long period of time from™8&entury onwats and disappeared in the
process of post independent state formation in India with the Indian state of Assam,
West Bengal and partly in Bangladesh. Presently it is noticed that the Koch
Rajbanshis of Assam particularly West Assam or Goalpara and WestalBeng
particularly in North Bengal identify them as Kamatapuri and therefore, the present
demand for separate Kamatapur state also seeks recognition of the history and culture

of Kamatapur.

It is believed that Sandhya Rai established the kingdom of Kansat&rabwn
as Kamrup Kamata comprising some parts of present day Assam, North Bengal, and
Bangl adesh. R. N . Ray says At he geograp
PundraKamtaKamrup comprising of whole of present day North Bengal, northern
district of Bihar, Jhap@iratnagar region of eastern Nepal, Rajshahi division of

Bangladesh, Western Assam, lower parts of Bhutan and some parts of Meghalaya
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were parts of Kamrupo (Ray 2007: 13). F.
Boundaries of Kamrupalmog the whole of it is included in the ancient Hindu

territory of Kamrup which extends east from the Korotoya where it joined by the
kingdom of Motsyo, to Dikorbasini, a river in Assam which enters the Brahmaputra a

little to the East of the eastern Kamakhya. The southern boundary of Kamrup is where

the Lakhya river separatdeom the Brahmaputra and there it is bounded by the
country <call ed Bonggoo. Hiee Rajas (Niabhevaj) s ay s
having settled his government built a city called Komotapur (in Cooch Behar district),

and he and his successors took the dtIKomoteswor or Lords of Komota, while the

title of Komoteswori of lady of Komota, was bestowed on the family deity, a female

spirit as wusual, delighting in bloodo (Ra

In most of the writing Kamatapur has emerged as the capital of Kamata
kingdom. Hiuen Tsang, the famous traveller and scholar from China visited the
ancient Kamarupa kingdom of Bhashkar Barma between 606 to 648 A.D. In his
account the capital of Kamrupa was believed to be Kamatapur (Das 2009: 38). Many
a times the term Kamatané Kamrup are used synonymously and have been treated
as the same kingdom. E. A Gait stated that the western part of the Brahmaputra
valley, which in the former times, was included in the ancient kingdom of Kamarupa
and whose western boundary was the Kga later on it was changed its name from
Kamrupa to Kamata. According to him the Muhammadan historians sometimes speak
as if the terms Kamrupa and Kamata were synonymous and applicable to one and the
same country; but on the other occasions they appeagard them as distinct, and it
would seem that at times the tracts east and west of the Sankosh owed allegiance to
different rulers, just as they did in the later days of Koch rule (Gait 20143)2

It is believed that in the year 1260 Sandhya Réiexd his capital from present
day Guwahati to Kamatapur in present day Cooch Behar to avoid the frequent
skirmishers with the neighbouring Kacharis and to facilitate the king to effectively
engage the invading Muslim rulers from scutbstern states. Adt shifting the
capital, it was named Kamta or Kankamrup and the king adopted the title of
OKamoteswar 6 or 0Kames waKanirup kilgdomiexteqpded hi s
its area of control and it is consisted of Cooch Behar, entire Kamrup, Greater
Goalpaa district of Assam, districts of Mymensingh and Rangpur lying on the eastern

side of river Brahmaputra (Ray 2007: 29).
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Sandhya Rai d6s reign over Kamrup regio
6 B h u i ¥ Theirsube extended from Goalpara to Nagaon éwtest and east, from
river Brahmaputra to river Subanshiri in the north and river Kopili in the south.
Durlabh Narayan was one of the most powerful Kamata king who ascended the throne
of Kamata in 1330 A. D. to 1350 A. D. and brought all the Bhuiyans ruhide
control. Besides the strong administrative arrangement king Durlabh Narayan took
interest in the development of education, art and culture. Hem Saraswati and Harihar
Mishra were two great poets who contributed many literary works during his time.
HemSar aswat i wrote two impoPaadt éear hs i
Sambedd. OLaba Kushar Yuddhad was anot he]
(Ray 2007: 30). After Durlabh Narayan his son Indra Narayan succeeded the throne
from 1350 to 1365. fer 1365 Arimatta, the grandson of Dharma Narayan became
the king of Kamata and it is believed that he avenged forcible taking over of northern
part of KamateKamrup by Durlabh Narayan from his grandfather Dharma Narayan
(Ray 2007: 31). After the takeavérimatta shifted his capital from Kamtapur to
Baidyagrah near the river Betna.

In 1440 A. D. a new line of kings emerged in the Kamata region. Niladhwaja
was a powerful Kayastha Bhuiyan who became the new king in Kamata who
established Khan or Khien Dgsty. The origin of Niladhwaja is not clear but it is
believed that due to not getting a prope.l
Niladhwaja and other Hindu Kayastha kings adopted the title of Muslims as Khan. He
was succeeded by his son Chaknag] in 1460 A. D. It is said that during the reign of
Chakradhvaj, Sultan Barbak invaded the kingdom of Kamata, but was defeated by the
former. Chakradhvaj built a temple of the Kaamateswari at Kamtapur. After
Chakradhvaj, his son Nilambar took the throf&amata (Das 2009: 40§.Nilambar
was a powerful king among the Khan Dynasty. He extended the kingdom of Kamata
from Karatoya in the west to Barnadi in the east of Sonitpur district by annexing the
neighbouring states. Around 1494 A. D. Nawab HussaiahStf Gour invaded
Kamata and destroyed the capital of Nilambar. Das stated that the downfall of
Nilambar was eventually the downfall of the Kamata kingdom founded by Sindhu

™ The Bhuiyans were large land lords. Among all the Bhuiyans twelve of them were most powerful in

the Kamrup region and therefore, they also known
“®Prahlad Charité is considered as the first Assan
13 Das citel from P. N. Dutta, Glimpses into The History of Assam, Guwahati, 2000.
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Rai. It is said that the rise of Koch power within few years after the fall ainiiar,
which changed the history of Kamata in the later years, in the latter centuries (Das
2009: 41).

According to D. Nath the period beginning from A.D. 1200 to 1500, the
Koches might have maintained their existence with certain amount of political
influence and continued to be so until Biswa Singha firmly established their
hegemony in the western Brahmaputra valley in the first quarter of theetfury
(Nath 1989: 1516). Though Koch Kingdom was there from”‘léhntury onwards it
was only in 18 century that the Koches emerged as a strong and influential kingdom.
Bishwa Singha a Koch Chieftain ruled over Kamata from 1515 to 1540 and made the
Koch Kingdom politically very strong. Bishwa Singha was son of Hariya Mandal. It
is believed that in the vilge of Chiknagrani among twelve Meches, Barihana was
the most powerful and took over as headman of the village. Later on he became
famous as Hariya Mandal. Hariya Mandal had two wives namely Hira and Jira. It is
said that Lord Siva, in guise of Hariya hadle day sexual intercourse with Hira, and
in due course she gave birth to Bisu and after becoming king this boy took the name
Bishwa Singha (Nath 1989: 1&7).

According to historical account the r
was knownKasgdKm@&.h But most of the Koch
dynasty used to calll it as the O0Kamata ki
kingdom as O06Koch kingdomé or 06 Koch Rajye
kingdom went through various namegddastly was named as Cooch Behar (Koch
Bihar) in the colonial period (Das 2009: 41). It was also noticed that most of the Koch
kingdom intended to call themselves as the rulers of the Kamata kingdom. After he
took over the reign of Kamata, Bishwa Singl&ldred himself as Kamateswar (Lord
of Kamata) . Bi shwa Singhads son Naranar a\
after ascending the throne of Kamata. Even after the split of the Koch kingdom into
two parts namely as Koch Bihar and Koch Hajo, Lakhmieamaking of Koch Bihar

declared himself as Kamateswar (Ahmed 200% 3)

14 Chiknagram village was near the Chikna hills on the bank of the river Saral, presently in Kokrajhar
district of Assam.
A, J. Das cited Ahmed in ftihdi 4 Kmmathagurondnd 21000 ,
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After the death of Hariya Mandal, his son Bishwa Singha ascended the throne
of Kamata and declared himself as Kamateswar. There are differences of opinions on
the exact year of Bishav Si nghdés assumption of power.
A. D. 15151540; some other placed him from A. D. 1509 to 1555. But considering
many factors most of the scholars agreed with the fotfidistorians believe that
after the fateful end of king Nlmb ar 6 s reign, the kingdom o
up into many fiefdoms under the control of different landlords and as a result many of
them started to declare themselves as kings. Hussain Shah totally destroyed the socio
economic and political struate of the kingdom. As a result, it is believed that in the
end of the 1% century there was anarchy prevailing in the kingdom of Kamata (Ray
2007: 35). According to N. N. Acharyya:

ANawab Hussain Shah of Bengal h dadt ruketof acked and
Khyen dynasty. The city of Kamatapur was destroyed and a vast area around it was

annexed. A colony of Afghans was left in Kamata, who disposed the local chiefs and took

up the civil and military administration under the viogalty of princeDaniel, son of

Nawab Hussain Shah. But it did not last long. The local chiefs combined themselves

under the leadership of the most powerful of them against the Muslim hegemony, and

taking advantage of the rainy toftathelass att acked
man. Among these chiefs and their followers by far the most numerous and powerful

were the Koches, initially independent of each other, but gradually united under the

authority of one among themselves named Bishwa Singha, founder of dbe K
Kingdomod (Chdudhury 1983).

Mentally as well as physically Bishwa Singha was brilliant with regard to
administrative arrangement. After taking over the throne he first conquered the
Bhuyans who were much strong at that time. One after another BisimghaS
attacked and defeated the Bhuyans of Fulguri, Bijni, Pandu, Rani, Bangaon,
Chhaygaon, Barnagar, Beltola etc. Gradually he extended his kingdom up to river
Karatoya (North Bengal/Bangladesh) in the west and up to river Barnadi (Sonitpur
district in Asam) in the east. He shifted his capital from Sikanagram (present
Kokrajhar district of Assam) to Kamatapur (present Cooch Behar district of West
Bengal) and declared himself as Bishwa Singha (Kamateswar) the Koch king and his
brother Shishwa Singha asimme (Ray 2007: 38). D. Nath states that after

8 For more details see Nath, D. (1989). History of the Koch Kingdom, Delhi: Mittal Publication. Pp.

27.

YA. J. Da skamathpureahd Tiher Kogh Rajbanshi Imaginaion 2009, Aruni ma |
publication, pp. 44. From A. ChoudhurySangram Singha ChilargAssamese), 1983, Bongaigaon.
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establishing his sovereign power over all petty rulers of the region, Bishwa Singha
declared himself as the king. Meanwhile he had come under Hindu influence and on
the day of his formal accession to the tl@oBisu assumed the Hindu name Biswa
Singha (Nath 1989: 26).

The second king of the Biswa Singhao
Naranarayan succeeded his father Biswa Singha and ascended the throne of Kamata.
King Naranarayan ruled Kamata kingdom frémD. 1540 for about 50 years whose
reign could be considered as the most influential and golden period in the history of
Koch Empire. Shukladhwaja alias O0Chil ar ai
who was appointed as his CommaniteChief to asst the king and commend the
states armed forces. Rest of the brothers were appointed in various capacities to run
the state machinery (Ray 2007: 40). The sovereign power of Koch kingdom during
the reign of king Naranarayan extended to the major part di-eastern India. H. N.
Choudhury observes that in the beginning of this century the Naranarayan conquests
comprised fal most the whole of Northern
modern States of Kachar, Jayantia, Manipur, Tripura, and extenttedhepcoast of
the Bay of Bengal o (Nath 1989: 75). Besid
interested in cultural development of the state. J. P. Rajkhowa says that the reign of
Naranarayan is important from the point that both Naranarayn atat&hvere great
patronage of learning. His court was delighted with the presence of scholars like
Sankardev, Ram Saraswati, Annanta Kandali, Bakul Kayastha, and many more.
Sankardev composed most of his major works incluéiimtana Ghosasections 1,

17-28, 29, Rukminir PremKalaha, Bhagavataook I, Il, IX, XIll, Rukmini Haran

Naatand others including his last woRama Vijaya Naadluring his stay in the Koch

Kingdom from 1543 to till his death (Rajkhowa 2001: 44,'48pme other valuable

literary workspat roni sed by king Nar aMabnabbaggg n wer
Purushottam Bidyabagith Sanskrit grammaRatnamala ByakaramndKandal i 6 s
Bhagawat Gita(Ray 2007: 47). Another important contribution of king Naranarayan

and his brother Chilarai was their support towards the\Xeshnavite movement by
patronising it. Schol ar D. N a tVaishmavite t e s o

18 A, J. Das cited Rajkhowa in hiéamatapur and The KocRajbanshilmagination,2009, Arunima

Deka Publication.

YPurushuttam Bidyabagish was a dc@tof aMuslion ruBar a h mi n
Hussain Shah. Latter on he came to Koch Behar to grace the royal court of Koch King as a poet.
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movement Naranaraganot only made a splendid and lasting contribution to the
religious life of Assam, but at the same time he served a great social cause, namely
that of spreading mor al and spiritual e dt
After the death of Chularat around 1581 the kingdom of Kamata was weakened.

The main reason for this was the fragmentation of Kiéamata kingdom into two

parts between Naranarayan and his nephew and son of Chilarai Raghudeb. Due to the
agitation of Raghudeb the Koch kingdom , ertke undisputed power house of north

eastern India, got divided into two parts, Kamata or Koch Bihar in the west and Koch

Hajo or Kamrup in the east and this gradually lead to weakened the Koch Kingdom

(Ray 2007: 47).

Following the year 1581 the kingdoof Kamata got divided. The Koch
Hajo or Kamrup went to Koch king Raghudeb and after the death of king
Naranarayan his only son Lakshminarayan ascended throne of western kingdom of
Koch Bihar. King Lakshminarayan ruled over the Kamata kingdom from A. 87 15
to A. D. 1627. He was a weak ruler as compared to his father Naranarayan. According
to D. Nat h, ALakshminarayan inherited ver
Weak and indolent, he was totally unfit to guide the destiny of his kingdomsagai
the imperialistic designs of the Mughals and the territorial ambition of his cousin
Raghudevodo (Nath 1989: 90) . Though Lakshmi
to his forefathers but still the people of Assam always remember him for his
contribution t owar ds t he 6Vai shnavi smod. I n t he
Lakshminarayan never had the vision and ability of his forefathers, he still could be
remembered by the people of Northeast India, particularly in Assam as one who
decl ared oOVai shmarvmas m@ds tast et hreeIRagido n) of
2001: 151F* Moreover, he patronised many more authors, poets and many literary
works by them during his period. Govinda Mishra translated Bha@sitat into
Kamatapuri language during his reign. Madhab Deb wias chief follower of
Sankardev took shelter at Lakshminarayan kingdom after Raghudev the king of Koch

Hajo expelled him from his kingdom. Damodardev was another Vashnavite saint who

% There is controversy regarding the date of the division of Koch kingdom. But considering all the
facts 1581 may be accepted as thacexime of the division of the kingdom. For more, see D. Nath.
(1989).The History oKoch Kingdom Delhi: Mittal Publication.

2L A. J. Das cited Ahmed in hisamatapur and the Koch Rajbanshi Imaginati@007, Arunima Deka
publication.
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wrote Bhakti Ratnavali and Krishna JanmaRahashya took asylum at

Lakshmirarayan kingdom (Ray 2009: 48).

The eastern Koch kingdom known as Koch Hajo was ruled by king Raghudev
who established himself in about 1581 A. D. After the death of Raghudev, his eldest
son Pari kshitnarayan succeeded hQ3.s fat'l
Parikshitnarayan tried a lot to make his kingdom politically stronger by making a
friendly relation with the kingdoms of Ahom and also with his uncle the king of Koch
Bihar Lakshminarayan and was also somewhat successful. After the death of King
Parikditnarayan in A. D. 1617 the kingdom of Koch Hajo came under the Mughal
invasion appointed by the Nawab of Dacca (Ray 2007: 49). Like Koch Hajo there
were many others small Koch kingdoms established in many parts of modern Assam,
namely Bijni Raj, Darranaj, Beltola etc. The study here will not discussed all these

Koch kingdoms in details accept the Kamata kingdom.

Lakshminarayan passed away in 1627 A. D. at Hajo. After his death his son
Birnarayan ascended the throne of Kamata. He ruled overiigddm of Kamata
around A. D. 1627 to A. D. 1632. He was a weak ruler as compared to his father.
During his rule, the power of Koch kingdom declined gradually and the king of
Bhutan stopped paying the tribute (Choudhury: 1993: 203). Though Birnarayan ruled
for a short period but he did some considerable work like rebuilding Bneshwar

temple.

Prannarayan was son of king Birnarayan and ruled over Kamata kingdom
from A. D. 1637 to A. D. 1665 after the death of his father. A. J. Das states that
prannrayan oagoied an important place in the history of Koch Kamata kingdom as he
tried to reoccupy the territories of the undivided Koch Kingdom, which had gone into
the hands of the Mughals during the reign of Lakshminarayan. He even occupied
Dhaka, the capital of Beyal for a short period while Suja (son of Shajahan), the then
Subedar of Bengal was away fighting a battle against Aurangzeb in 1661 (Das 2009:
50) 2 Prannarayan tried to maintain a good relation with the neighbouring kingdom to
ensure the sustainabilityf his kingdom and to throw away the Mughal power from

his kingdom. He also showed his kindness towards religion. In 1665 he reconstructed

Zpascitedfom A. C. KbolhdwRayba@anshis Jat i(Assathesd,has Aa
Bongaigaon, 1993, p. 203.
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the famous Kamateswari Temple at Gossanimari. Moreover, he reconstructed many
other temples namely, Baneswar tem@8andswar Siva temple etc. Prannarayan was
also a great patronage of literature and learning. He patronised many scholars like
Jaykrisnha Bhattacharya, Kabi Ratna, Srinath Brahman and others created valuable
works like Proyog Ratnamala, Rajkhandam, Bishmgisa Charitam, and many more
(Choudhury 1993: 209).

After the death of Prannarayan, his brother Modnarayan took over the throne
of Kamata. He ruled over the Koch kingdom from A. D. 1665 to A. D. 1680.
Modnarayan was murdered by his relative Jay Narayahascended the throne of
Kamat a. Ray says dfoll owing the incident
internal conflict had begun and the Bhutanese found the time ripe for intervention.
The Bhutanese king directly interfered with Koch affaires and kimgdbBijni (Ray
2007 : 53) . According to Das dAthis period
dynasty became more dramatic and tragic due to the internal conflicts in the royal
family, which opened the door for outsiders to interfere in the KochigmliThe
Bhutanese directly entered into the political arena of the Koch kingdom especially of
Koch Behar and BRjni o (Das 2009: 51

In the later period for a short time from A. D. 1765 to A. D. 1783 the kingdom
of Kamata was ascended by many nkings. Among them King Dharmendra
Narayan was the last. During this period the attacks of the Bhutanese was increased in
the internal politics of Kamata kingdom. They became the king maker in the internal
political affairs of the Kamata kingdom. During tperiod from 1770 to 1776 the
Bhutanese attacks was unbearable for the king Dharmendra Narayan. To get rid of the
Bhutanese attacks King Dharmendra Narayan had to sign one treaty with East India
Company (Das 2009: 533.0n 5" April 1773 an agreement waigsed between King
Dharmendra Narayan and the East India Company. This agreement provided East
India Company with supremacy over Koch Kingdom. After this agreement in the
meantime once again the Bhutanese attacked Koch kingdom and due to this again
anotherconfrontation was taking place. Dennis Morrisson was the captain of East
India Company who arranged military help to the Koch kingdom and defeated the
Bhutanese. In 1776 another treaty was signed between Koch kingdom and the East

% Das cited from Dr. Ramendra AdhikaBiatsho Bacaria Kaamata Koch Rajatwer ltihas (14589,
1996, p. 24, (in Rajbanshi).
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India Company. By this éaty Warren Hastings brought the Koch kingdom under
complete control of the Company (Ray 2009: 56). As a result of this treaty the Koch
Kamata alias Cooch Behar kingdom became a native state of India. And as a native
state of colonial India it was contindieill the time of India got independence from

colonial rule in 1947.
[1.3. Culture, Religion andLanguage

As an ethnic community, Koch Rajbanshis have their own distinct cultural,
religious and linguistic identity. As mentioned earlier historicallyythentained alll
four racial elements i.e. Adivasi, Dravidian, Mongoloid and Aryan whereas the
Mongoloid feature is predominant. Considering all the historical account D. Nath
mentioned the Koch Rajbanshis as Hindu andimu tribal (Nath: 1989: 133). A.
J. Das categorised the Koch Rajbahshi community as Hindu when it comes to
religion. But it is observed in their social life that they practice their own independent
religious traditions and practices which differ from other communities and bears their
tribal characteristics. In case of religious practice they are much closer to the other

tribes of Northeast India namely, Bodo, Rabha, etc.

There are many varied beliefs prevailing among the Koch Rajbanshis. Most of
their beliefs, rituals and traditionaldigvals are closely related with nature, agriculture
and harvesting etc. During the period fromi"16 17" century the nomHindu tribals
performed their own religious practices and worshiped their deities according to their
own ways. Though the Koch king at that time accepted Hinduism but at the same time
they patronised Brahmanic as well as tribal worshiptlier fellow people. A major
change came in the religion during this period through to the-Weghnavite
movement by Sankardev and his followers. The period of rule of Koch king
Naranarayan and his son Lakshminarayan is considered to be the gloriodsfqerio
the NewWai shnavite movement. 't is believed
Koch kings was adopted in after of the name (Narayan) of the supreme deity of the
Hindus (Nath 1989: 167). King Naranarayan and his brother Chilarai patronised
6Valinavi smod. Lakshminarayan patronised 6V

religion of his kingdom. Presently it is observed particularly in Assam most of the
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Koch Rajbanshis follow th&k Saran Nam Dharnia which was a part of larger
0 Vai s h n apagatedby greatrsaint Sankardev in Assam.

As a peasant community the social life of most of the Koch Rajbanshis is
related with agriculture and they consider and pray the earth and nature as their
mother. Many Hindu gods and traditions are mixed witirttraditional rituals.
Historically most popular deity of the Koch kingdom was Siva. Bishwa Singha the
most powerful king of 18 century Koch dynasty traced his descent from Siva. The
nonHi ndu tribes during Bi shwa Slimalgded&ydos dyn
namely, Batho, Bathau, BathaBrai, BathauSivaRai, Burha and Baba etc. with
Vamacharapractices who was accepted to Hinduism as god Siva (Nath 1989: 166),
and Siva at that time was known by various names sudBhagava, Pasupati
Nataraja, GopeswaraandKirata etc. As stated by D Nath besides the male deity, the
tribes had also worshipped a primordial female deity called Ba$i, Jakani,
Thakurani, Kuri,Mechini andBali-Khungri etc. The female deity was accepted to
Hinduism aDurga, Parvatior Kali, the consort of Siva (Nath 1989: 1667).

In day to day social life Koch Rajbanshis practice many rituals and worship
various deitiesKatipujais one of the oldest rituals of the Koch Rajbanshis in Assam.
Kati is a god made by clay. Prayikgti they get lots of blessing and enjoyment. This
Puja is generally offered around mid October to middle of November (Sankranti of
Assamese Kati month) by womenudum Pujais another cultural tradition and ritual
of Koch Rajbanshis through which women worshiped the mother earth when there is
no rain. There is no need of any Brahman or priest to perform it, at any time and any
place the Puja can be offered when there is scarcity of water by female members only.
Marai Pujaor Manasha Pujds another oldest ritual of Koch Rajbanshi people. They
consider theManasha Devas the Goddess of Snake and worship her, therefore, this
Puja is popularly known aslanasha PujaThis Puja is generally performed during
the wedding ceremonysoalini Nritya?> and Baas Nrityaare another two important

24 Ek Saran Nam Dharmavas a part of largevaishnavisnpropagated by Sankardev in Assafk

Saran NanmDharmabelieves only in one god, that is Krishna. It is believed thatNewVaishnavit
movement propagated by Sankardev under the patron of Koch King Naranarayan and nhadestami
during their reign was also known B& Saran Nam DharméDuring the time of field survey it was
observed that most of the Koch Rajbanshis under interviewed anskile&aran Nam Dharmas their
religion where they used to pr&yishnaas their ony and supreme god instead\tdishnavism

% |n Assam this traditional rituals mostly popular among the Koch Rajbanshis of Western part of
Assam.
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traditional rituals of Koch Rajbanshis. These two folk traditions are equally popular
among the Koch Rajbanshis of Assam as well as North BengalGoakni Nritya
(Dance) is basically related witigriculture and harvesting through which different
stages of harvesting is narrated with the storyLofd Krishna by the women
including one man who plays thihak Baas Nrityaor Baas Pujais also known as
Kamdev Pujavhich is performed twice a year. Once in mid April to mid May (in the
month of Biashag in Assamese) and second in mid November to mid December (in
the month of Aghon). They perform this Puja offering worship to Madan Kamdev to

bring happiness, good healihd welfare for their community.

Koch Raj banshi s have t heir own di st
According to the Linguistic Survey of India 1891, the total number of peoples in
Northeast India who spoke Rajbanshi language was 35, 90,341. Ameny th
2,92,800 was in Goalpara, 5,68,976 was in Jalpaigri, 5,62,500 was in Cooch Behar,
47,435 was in Darjeeling, 20,37,460 was in Rangpur (present in Pakistan). Grierson
wrote in 1891 Linguistic Survey of Il ndi a
coming from Dacca, we meet a well marked form of speech in Rangpur and the
districts to its north and east. It is called Rajbongshi and while undoubtedly belonging
to the eastern branch, has still points of difference which lead us to class as a separate
dialect. The dialect of western and Sotffestern Goalpara in Assam is pure
Rajbongshi o (Choudhury 2009: 31) . Though
distinct language of Koch Rajbansis it gets its distinctiveness with the help of many

other neighbouringanguages like, Ahom, Bodo, Sautal (Santhal) etc.

After the independence there are lots of controversies regarding the question
of what is the language of Koch Rajbanshis? On the other hand, another question
raised and widely discussed today is whethgb&weshi or Kamatapuri is a language
or simply a dialect® Later on considering all the facts and data available the
Rajbanshis are identifying as the language of the Koch Rajbanshis. In the year 2010
Delhi Sahitya Akademi honoured to Dr. Girijasankar Raytwh t he O Raj bans
Sanmano. Mor eover, Peopl es Linguistic Su

Rajbanshi as the language of Koch Rajbanshis. Even today Koch Rajbanshis are

*The study here has not discussed the language controversies of Koch Rajbanshis Fodetaite
information see Ray, N. R. (200M®och Rajbanshi and Kamtapuri: The Truth Unveil&uwahati:
Vicky Publication, p. 100.
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demanding for the recognitiorf the Rajbanshi language undéil ™ Schedu of the

constitution of India.

As stated above as a result of the treaty signed in April 5, 1773, between King
Dharmendra Narayan and East India Company, Cooch Bihar became a native state of
British India. It continued as native state till 1947, Inda ohdependence from
British colonial rule. By this treaty British took control over a large area of Koch
Kamata kingdom alias Cooch Behar State, which included Dinajpur, Jalpaiguri and
Darjeeling district of present day North Bengal. Rangpur was takeasoatnative
state from the Cooch Bihar state (Koch Behar) and from the direct control of British
rule. But later on Rangpur was also included with British occupied areas of Koch
Kamata kingdom. It is believed that around 1900 to 1908 during the reigimgf k
Nirpendra Narayan, Kalika Das Dutta a minister (Dewan) of Nirpendra Narayan
exchanged Jalpaiguri and Darjeeling with Boda and Chakla with the British when the
king was in abroad (Das 2009: 52).

Koch-Kamata kingdom alias Cooch Behar gained its indeprecel from the
British rule in 1947 according to the Indian Independence Act, section VIII, which
was passed in British parliament. As a result the treaty of 1773 became invalid which
was signed between Koch King and the British. Under, section VIII of Ind
Independence Act, 1947, it was mentioned that all the princely states of India would
get back its sovereign power and are free to join either India or with Pakistan (Burma
2002: 20)® Though according to the Independence act the princely states ofjbtdia
back its sovereignty including Cooch Behar but it is not right to say that Cooch Behar
got back its independence and sovereignty, Cooch Behar along with other 565
Princely states also called Indian states was neither partitioned nor given
independencby the independence act of 1947. The only option that was given to the
rulers of the princely states was that they had to join either India or Pakistan (Das
2009: 53).

According to A. C. Choudhury in the year 1948, R0gust, Koch king

Gagaddipendra Nayan signed a treaty with government of India to join his state

Das cited from Dharma Narayan Burma, O6Rajya Coo
Rajbanshi (ed.), Chilarai: Souvie (Assamese), Guwahati, 2002, pp-2®

% Burma cited in A. J. Das, Kamatapur and the Koch Rajbanshi Imagination, Guwahati: Arunima Deka
Publication, 2009, pp. 53.
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with the Indian Union and request then Prime Minister of India, Jawaharlal Nehru to
include the Cooch Behar state either with Assam or with West Bengal or should it
keep as a centrally admiresed area should be decide according to the will of the
peoples of Cooch Behar. In a public meeting at Kolkata, Prime Minister Jawaharlal
Nehru promised the people of Cooch Behar that Cooch Behar shall be included with
the Indian state of Assam or it shiaél kept as a centrally administered area according

to the will of the people. But it was unfortunate that, in spite of the peoples
willingness, mainly the peoples of Gaolapara to joined with Assam, the former
Deputy Prime Minister of India Vallavbhai Phtkecided to include Cooch Behar with

the Indian state of West Bengal, because of the pressure from the former Chief
Minister of West Bengal Dr. Bidhan Chandra Ray, the president of Pradesh Congress
Committee Late Atul Ghosh and the prominent leader ofdtliMahasabha Late
Shyama Prasadh Chakravarty. Cooch Behar was included with West Bengal on 1
January of 1950 and during that time Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru was in
Common Wealth Conference at London. The President of Assam Pradesh Congress
Committee Late Deveshar Sarmah was also responsible for his ignorance on the
matter (Choudhury 2011: 242718).

Durgadas Majumder writes in OWest Ben
Behar was an Indian State till 28 August 1949 ruled by Maharaja and the Maharaja
was a feudatory prince under the British Government. By an agreement Maharaja
Jagaddipendra Narayan king of Koch Behar ceded his state with the Dominion of the
Government of India on 28 August 1949. The administrative powers of Koch Behar
was transferredot Government of India on 12 September 1949 and from that time
onwards Koch Behar was ruled as a Chief
Commissioner appointed by the Government of India. But®bdahuary 1950 Koch
Bihar was transferred and merged witle tindian state of West Bengal by an order
under section 290A of Government of India Act of 1935. From that time onwards

Koch Behar is being administered as a district of West Bengal (Das 2039: 56).

There are lots of controversies on the merger of Koch Behar with the Province
of West Bengal. Many Koch Rajbanshi civil and political organizations believe that
the merger of Koch Behar with West Bengal was a conspiracy of the government of

% Das cited from Banshi Badan Barman (ed.), Dangar Koch Bihar Basir Koyta Kotha (Réjbans
Received on March 30, 2004 from Nabyendu Roy Pramanik.
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West Bengal ungl the chief ministership of Dr. Bidhan Chandra Ray and the
government of India. Two most important sepiglitical organizations which was
born out i mmediately after the merger of
and OPrajahit 8aerghhizations felSthabthean@rger Was against the

will of the local people. They were of the view that Cooch Behar should not be
merged with either Bengal, or Assam, rather it should be a union territory under the
control of central government (Das 2009 6 0 ) . Al l Koch Raj bansh
(AKRSU) an Assam based Koch Rajbanshi students union has demanded that the
merger of Koch Behar was the beginning and main factor which disturbed the unity of

the greater Koch Rajbanshi communityEven today tts is the main argument made

by most of the Koch Rajbanshis sogolitical organizations that are demanding and
agitating for a separate Kamatapur state which will be discussed in the Fourth chapter.

¥ For more see Bishwajit Rai, 6Sukiya Kamatapur
(Assamese), April 25, 2002.
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CHAPTER-III

PROBLEM OF KOCH RAJBANSHI IDENTITY: COLONIAL TO POST -
COLONIAL PERIOD

Our existence today is marked by a tenebrous sense of survival, living on the borderlines of
t he 6present 6, for whi ch ther e seems to

controversial shiftiness of thegff i x pbgintodetnidm, postcolonialism, postfeminism
Homi K. Bhabha.

Il n todaybés world most of the communi
after the Second World War have been facing the problem of identity crisis. The two
most discunve forms of power globalization and cultural hybridity emerged in 1990s
as key challenges for the identity of the small communities living in the newly
independent nations from the colonial rule. Most of the problems of identity of these
communities havets root in the colonial modernity. Therefore, to understand the
problem of identity, it is important to know the role of colonial modernity and the
colonial state towards the formation and classification of the identity of such
communities. In this regds the views of post modernists is very much important.
Many postmodernists believe that the problem of identity is in fact the problem of
modernity. One of the most important and lasting features of modernity is the
necessity of all modern subjects to amgse themselves around the normative idea of
nation. The modern identities circumscribed as they are by the symbolic boundaries of
the nation are mediated by the complex discursive structures of national culture and
national identity (Golay 2006: 28).From the Foucauldian point of view identities
are formed by discourses, or ways of representing knowledge about people and their
behaviour . Hi storically identities such
be seen not as essential types df &eit rather as subject positions constructed by the
dominant forms of discourse in a particular social and historical context (Scott 2009:
148). In most of the colonies where alien rule was taking place, colonial modernity
emerged as a dominant discoutbat constructed the self of the natives and still
constantly nurtured and reproduced in the postcolonial states.

'Golay cited from Dipesh Chakravartyos Postcol
the I ndian Past?0 in Padmini Mongi a (

University Press, New Delhi, 1997, p.240.
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In case of South Asia or India much of the identity consciousness has its root
in coloni al modernity. | n t hfethe vwdentity s of
consciousness in South Asia has its moorings in colonial modernity. The idea of
nation and nation state, and the categories that define the identities of various groups
in South Asia have their origin in the colonial modernity brought albbyuthe
Imperial British rule. The conflict of identities in South Asia is not free from this
legacy of colonial modernity. Ideational and structural continuities between the
colonial and postcolonial periods have led to the reification of these categudidise
conflicts amongst themo (Akoijam 2006: 11:
as a dominant discourse; it operated its disciplinary power and legitimized their socio
political order over the natives. This power still operates as a modern regpower
in the post colonial Indian state. Giving example of Michel Foucault, Partha
Chatterjee writes on modern regime of power as, a regime of power in which the
power is meant not to prohibit but to facilitate, to produce (Chaterjee 1994: 15).
Foucauldan notion of power indicates how power produces and facilitates certain
sociapolitical order over others and produce truth. Foucault argued:

AiTruth isndt outside power... Truth is a thing
multiple forms & constraint. And it induces regular effects of power. Each society has its

regi me of truth, its o6gener al politicsd of tr
accepts and makes function as true, the mechanisms and instances which enable one to
distinguish true and false statements, the means by which each is sanctioned... the status

of those who are charged with saying what counts atrue.

(Foucault 1980:131)

Most of the state institutions established under the colonial rule in India have been
continuing and reproduced in postcolonial
postcolonial state in India has after all only expanded and not transformed the basic
institutional arrangements of colonial law and administration, of the courts, the
burmucr acy, the police, t he ar my, and the
(Chatterjee 1994: 15).

There were many ways through which the colonial modernity represented,
constructed and nurtured the identities of the natives indbkgnies. In case of India,
introduction of census and caste based classification of the Indian society was an

important tool applied by the colonial state. Census was one of the important tool
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through which the obijectification of Indian ideas was takitere by the British

colonial rulers. Through census the colonial state collected systematic information
about many aspects of Indian society and economy such as, Indian life, family,
religion, language, literacy, caste, occupation, marriage etc and epiaim their

own way. Therefore, B. S. Cohn stated t he
objective to the Indians themselves their culture and society, the census played a key
roled (Cohn 38 ®i3 regards3te view2o5Nichalas Birks is very

much important. Dirks characterised the late nineteenth century colonial state in India

as ethnographic state and stated that from 1870 onwards colonial rulers took caste as

the primary object of social classification and understandingstiogety in India.

Caste emerged as the most important subject and classificatory factor for the
organi sation of |l ndi ads soci al worl d ap|
manuals, and gazetteers and most importantly in census. After 1857 the ethicograp
description, become increasingly formalized in India and caste was institutionalized
affecting in the recruitment of soldiers, into the army, the implementation of legal

codes that made the provisions applicable on caste lines, the criminalizatitireof e

caste groups for local policing purpose and the assessment of the political
implications of different colonial policies in the area of local administration in caste

terms (Dirks: 1992: 437). After the first decennial census, conducted in the year

1872, caste emerged as the primary subject of social classification and knowledge.

With the above backdrop, the focus of the first part of this chapter is to study
the role and impact of colonial discourse in the formation of the identity of Koch
Rajbanshis. In this regard the study will try to contextualize the caste movement by
the Koch Rajbanshis with the role played by the colonial modernity that classify the

Indian society on the basis of caste.

IV.1. Situating Koch Rajbanshi Identity in Colonial India and the Dynamics of
Koch Rajbanshis Caste Movement

As stated in the second chapter that the British ethnographers and the colonial writers
had a completely different view point about the origin of Koch Rajbanshis identity.

In the colonial witings the Rajbanshis were generally regarded as purified group of

% FordetaledoBr i ti sh rule and its impact on Indian | nd
Anthropologist Among the Historians and Other Essays, Delhi, 1987.
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0Kochdé who had adopted Hindu culture, tr
traditional cultural practices and social norms. B.H. Hodgson, W.W. Hunter, and
Herbert Risley amongst theplonial writer who opined that the Rajbanshis were a
purified group of Koch who adopted Hindu culture and social norms during the tenure

of Viswa Singha who established the powerful Koch kingdom in the beginning of
sixteenth century. According to Hodgsaevhen the grandson of Hajo, and the founder

of Koch Royal dynasty in the middle of the™Bentury, Viswa Singha accepted
Hinduism, the country was renamed as Bilthe people, Rajbanshi....(Basu 2003:

27)*. Another colonial scholar Herbert Risley wroteh a t A KoMandi, Koch
Rajbansi, Palliya, Desi, a large Dravidian tribe of Ndftistern and Eastern Bengal,

among whom there are ground for suspecting some admixture of Mongoloid blood.

Now the great majority of the Koch inhabitants of Northern Bengeahriably

describe themselves as Rajbanshis or Bhanga Kshatriyas, a designation which enables
them to pose as an outlying branch of the Kshatriyas who fled to these remote districts

in order to escape from the wrayWwf Para
Hunter in hisA Statistical Account of Bengal: State of Kuch Besiated that the
Rajbanshis and the Paliyas were actually originated of the Koch tribe. He viewed that

in the end of the fifteenth century and the beginning of the sixteenth géimtukKoch

tribe established their politically powerful kingdom. During this time Brahminism

was introduced and the first powerful Koch king Viswa Singha came under the
influence of Brahminism and took it as a state religion for his kingdom. In this
conves i 0 n t hey abandoned t heir earlier na
6Rajbansi 6 (Hunter 2012).

Thus, the British ethnographers and scholars had a very important role towards
the popularization of the t erromthbheRaboyeb ans hi
it is known that O0OKoché is a historicall)
but ORajbanshi é is constructed and popul
also to be noted that in this construction and popularization df the m O Raj bans
the ethnographic state constructed by the colonial discourse and the caste based

categorization of the Indian society by the colonial state played a crucial rule that will

¥s. Basu cited B. H. Hodgsonds 60On the Origin, L
Condition of the Koch, Bodo and Dhimal people, with a general description of the climate they dwell

i nJdyrnal of Asiatic Society of Bengatol. XVIII, pt. I, 1849, P. 705, In heDynamics of A Caste

Movement: The Rajbanshis of North Bengal, 129287, New Delhi: Manohar publication, 2003.
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di scuss few | atter. Swar aj Ranswve find ang t e d t
reference to the Rajbanshis in the history of the locality. There was no mention of the
Rajbanshis either in the Persian records, in the foreign accounts, in the Assam
Buranjis or in Darang Raj Vamsabval(genealogical account of the Kocebyal

family). In the Brahmavaivarta Purana there is an exhaustive list of mixed castes. In
this list also there is no mention of the Rajbanshis, or the Paliyas or the Desis, though
there is reference to the 3% fhiscostructmd t he
and popularization of the term Rajbanshi by the colonial ethnographers and scholars
had a critical objective that raised many questions even till today relating to the
identity of Koch Rajbanshis. Because, today this is a debatable matter éimeong
peoples whether, the Koch and Rajbanshi are one community or different. It is to be
noted that within India itself the identity of Koch Rajbanshis is differently located and
uses the term Koch and Rajbanshi at times separately and some other tilmer.toget

The Koch Rajbanshis of West Bengal call themselves as Rajbanshi, the Koch
Rajbanshis of Meghalaya call themselves as Koch, and in Assam they call themselves
as Koch Rajbanshi. This is a state wise location of their identity constructed by the

colonialstate and represented by the padbnial Indian state.

The above argument can be contextualised with the caste based classification
of the identity of Indian natives by the colonial state where the Koch Rajbanshis was a
victim of it. Koch Rajbanslsi are victims of caste based politics of difference
constructed and popularised by the colonial discourse. The discursive form of power
of the ethnographic state constructed by the colonial rulers in India in the e8rly 20
century influenced the Koch Rabshis identity and located the politics of difference

between them and the upper caste Hindus.

From early part of the #Dcentury onwards the colonial policy gave a new
direction into the Indian social system. The caste policy helped directly to the lower
caste groups to find a way out for their further existence within caste rigid Indian
society but indirectly it helped tthe upper caste groups to maintain their socio
cultural domination over the lower caste. Similarly, in one way the colonial caste

policy gave a new direction to the Indian social system in order to safeguard the

¥G. N. Ray cited S. Basu in his o6mhel RRpbanghsol
Debnath (H.) (2013).Social and Political Tension in North Bengal (Since 19%Vgst Bengal: N. L.
Publisher.
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interests of certain underprivileged groupsit in another way it reinforced and
encouraged mobilization along caste lines. On the basis of the caste based
classification the colonial government had taken many measures and special provision

for the very lowest classes within the Hindu social systeahn as, taking special care

to motivate the boys of these classes to go to school; opening of special schools and
giving subsidized education to these classes; special grants to construct hostel for the
backward castes like the Namasudras, the Jogidlmnshis; reservation of jobs in
government offices for the members of the depressed classes etc. Thus, the colonial
caste policy to some extent helped the lower caste towards their development but
indirectly in created tensions between the upper awdrl@aste groups. As S. Basu
stated fnall the protective measures taken
the 6depressed classes6 had no doubt a r @
an official category for providing social protegcticthe official policy reinforced the

existing caste identities. This policy, which apparently appeared as a welfare measure
actually infused a new spirit among the lower castes to work for caste solidarity in

order to affirm their own separate identiti€ghis led to social segregation and

generated tensions between the upper and

As stated above it was the early part of 2@ntury when caste emerged as a
primary determinant to determine the identity of an individual in $beiety.
Similarly, it emerged as an important mobilizing force for the spoidical
movement. The upper caste Hindus took it as a primary force to maintain their
superiority. The caste rigidities in India was not similar in all the places, it varied
from region to region. As compared to southern and western India the caste system
was less rigid in the Koch Rajbanshi inhabited areas of Bengal as well as in Assam.

Swaraj Basu observed that:

Aithere is already a subst amtheivaribus aspects of t of hi s
caste system in Bengal... prescription of caste still determined the patterns of social

interaction and determinant intpersonal group relations of the Bengali Hindus. Even

among the elites in the Bengali Hindu society caste tva decisive factor in regulation

of soci al relationships, particularly matri mo:
caste was a rare phenomenon and was not generally allowed in society. At the village

level, partaking of cooked food from the lowestes was unthinkable and on committing

such a social misdeed, a person had to perfmagashchittaor the rites of penance or

else he or she could be declared outcaste. Caste pride was also very prominent and
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usually the upper castes thought of themseheebe culturally superior to those lower

down. Any misdemeanour was referred to as pert
(Basu 2003: 60)

There were numerous examples where the lower castes like Koch Rajbanshis were
humiliated by the upper caste Hiredun such a situation of social oppression the
Koch Rajbanshis had only one option in their hand and that is to enter in to the fold of

caste Hindu society or claim féishatriyastatus.

As stated earlier census was the only instrument introduced bBritigh

through which caste emerged as the primary factor of social classification. One
another immediate and important factor that encouraged the Koch Rajbanshis to fight
for caste solidarity and c¢claim for Kshat
palicy of enumerating Hindu castes in the census reports. Though at that time the
process of Sanskritisation and the assimilation of the tribal and lower caste people

into the upper caste Hindu fold were not easy but still most of the lower castes
including the Koch Rajbanshis tried to liste their names in the census reports by
claiming upper caste status as the census operation created a notion of belief among

the lower castes that if they could have their names listed in the census reports their

social rak would automatically be raised (2003: 65).

It is the 6Kshatriya Movement 6 through
the lower status assigned to them and claimed for upper status. Panchanan Barman
was a lawyer by profession from the Koch Bajshi community. He tried to uplift
the | ower status of Koch Rajbanshis by cl
the 20" century. The movement lead by Panchanan Barman to elevate the Koch
Raj banshis status was knmonwB9l thes Rajpatshis at r i y
described themselves as O6Vratya Kshatriyz:
Kshatriya status that was legitimized by the priests, genealogists and pundits
(Debnath: 2013: 139Y.From that time onwards in order to gratify theic-cultural
and ritual rank aspiration they began to imitate the values, practices and cultural styles
of 0t wice borndé castes that formed a par

Samiti 6 was for med i n differentthrgatl aces.
®The citation has been taken from the article 06K:
Medi a Perspectived by Arjun Das published in the
Bengal, Since 19476 by S2013l an Debnat h, L. N . Publ
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wearing ceremonies (Milan Kshetra) were organised in different Koch Rajbanshis
inhabited areas by the OKshtriya Samitio
thread as a mar k of OKshatriyad status.
Oksatriya Samitid was to regain the | ost
the Hindu social system and claim for Kshatriya status within the Hindu fold (Das

2009: 7374).

One interesting point to be noted is that through the Kshatriya movengent th
leaders of the Rajbanshis community tried to disassociate the Rajbanshi identity from
the identity of Koch, as they felt that by disassociating the Rajbanshis from the Koch
identity they could establish the superior social rank within the Hindu caste fol
Though the Rajbanshis tried a | ot to el e\
movement 6 they could not do it as most of
Even the | eaders of the O6Kshatriyar movem
kind of efforts of other indigenous communities like Rabhas. Instead of developing a
common platform with other victims of Brahminical hierarchy, the leaders of
Kshatriya movement were opposed to this kind of demands. In the later phase
O0Kshatrigmt Molvadn | os't its significance w

scheduled caste status with the initiative of Panchanan Burma (Basu 2003: 100).

Thus, it is evident that once thejBanshi culture and language suffered due to
the historical reasons mainly due to the caste movement that aimed at assimilation of
Rajbanshis with the upper caste. They were the victim of cultural and social
discrimination by the upper caste Hindus. Moktle upper caste Bengali did not
consi der ORajbanshi &6 as a |l anguage. Mo s t
Bengali language. Presently most of the Kamatapuri leaders as well as intellectuals of
the community are trying to established their cultigtahtity in terms of a politics of
difference that take all kinds of steps to prove that their language and culture is
different from the language of Bengali and Assamese and not distortion of them.
Thus, now it is the culture and language that mark thiégsoof difference from the
dominant Bengali community in West Bengal and Assamese in Assam. It is also
observed that among many Koch Rajbanshis are trying to reject the term Rajbanshi
that carries the old Hindu Kshatriya caste association to adopteartetim. Now,
many among them are trying to call themselves as Koch Rajbanshi instead of

Rajbanshi that once they avoided to recognise themselves due to the process of the
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Kshatriyaization. They are also insisting to prove that their culture, languagk, foo
habit, dress and religious rituals are not inferior to that of Bengali and Assamese in
any way (Debnath 2013: 12®2?2).

From the above backdrop it can be said that it was the colonial caste policy
that created the politics of difference on the basesaste lines between lower and
upper castes. Indirectly by this policy they constructed the swndioral identity of
the Indians based on caste lines. The main objective of the ethnographic state
constructed by the colonial discourse was to continuedhmanency of their rule in
India and its implication had been seen into the caste based classification of the
identities of the Indians. Somehow this policy strengthened the caste rigidity among
the upper caste Hindus and somehow it was given a newtspiné lower castes to
fight for caste solidarity. Koch Rajbanshis caste movement in the early part of'the 20
century was an outcome of British lower caste policies and the social changes brought

by the colonial discourse.
IV.2. SocioCultural Identity Crisis of the Koch Rajbanshis

The present identity movement by the Koch Rajbanshis is related with the
present and past soednltural and economic conditions of the Koch Rajbanshis. In
this regards the context in Assam and Nor#n@al is to some extent different. In
case of North Bengal in the early"2@entury the migration of rich Hindu Bengali
gentry from other parts of West Bengal and erstwhile East Pakistan (preset
Bangladesh) to the Koch Rajbanshi dominated areas credtsdiray of alienation
and deprivation. The influx of Hindu gentry created many social as well as economic
probl ems for the Koch Rajbanshis. N. R. R
Rajbansis dominated areas of North Bengal was a continuous grandstheir
number were so great, they became a majo
were utilised to the fullest. They were mutually benefited too. But it created lot of
pressure on the aboriginagriculturalist Rajanshis in North BenggRay 2007: 98).
They were also victims of many land reforms act taken by the government of West
Bengal where most of the beneficiaries were from the rich Hindu Bengali migrants,
i . e. abolition of 6Zamindari 6 sysd€®%ém in 1

00Operation Bargadé (land reforms) in 1977
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Sujata D. Hazarika stated that the social status of Rajbanshis was not
challenged until the influx of a large number of caste Hindu immigrants into the Koch
Rajbanshi dominated areas of North Ben@ale large number of immigrants with a
strong awareness to casteism started interacting with the indigenous Rajbanshis in
differential manners (Das 2009: 78)in most of the cultural as well as literary works
by the upper caste Hindus at that time alsmnsdd that kind of discriminatory attitude
towards Koch Rajbanshis. Swaraj Basu further says that the local social situation
provided a ground for the identity consciousness among the Koch Rajbanshis. With
the gradual settlement of the upper caste Hindargém what were traditionally the
Rajbanshi dominated areas of North Bengal, the existing balance in local power
structure had changed. The immigrant upper caste gentry in course of time become
the most dominant group in the local society, economy, alititpoThey manned the
local administration and by virtue of their closeness to the administrative power and
their shrewdness, emerged as the dominant land holding class. As they were guided
by the traditional Brahmanical cultural values, the Rajbansitis avtradition and
culture of their own failed to get a respectable position in the status estimation of
immigrant upper caste gentry. There were sharp dissimilarities between the cultural
practice of these two groups and the gentry treated the Rajbanshis 6 bac k war d
uncultured and eveantyap . Th ey u bahdl totrefeethetRaejbanshis that
implies their cultural inferiority (Basu 2003: 62, 63). Basu also has observed many
other sociecultural factors where the Koch Rajbanshis were humiliatedhéir
everyday life. The higher caste always tried to maintain their ritual hierarchy such as
food, marriage, etc and other kinds of secuttural interaction where the Koch
Rajbanshis were humiliated and discriminated. The caste Hindus regarded the Koch
Rajbanshis aantyaja who had no right to enter the places of worship on the occasion
of any public ofpujas Even there were some instances where water was not accepted
from the hands of Rajbanshis by the upper caste Hindus (Ibid 2003: 63).

Thediscriminatory attitudes can also noticed in many literary works by many
renowned scholars from the upper caste Hindus both in West Bengal as well as
Assam. In the early S0century Nagendranath Basu mentioned the Koch Rajbanshis

¥AJDas cited S. D. Hazari Rajpbaov®miresinaNdr dh spéac
ForumforRights n hi s in his 6Kamatapur and the Koch Raj
Publication.

3" The wordbaheis originated from the worhabahe The Rajbanshis used this word to address a

person. They used to refer to the outsiders to their labdats/a.
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as

O0bar bar ihards 6VisbwdkosigEhicyelapaedia). Another renowned

Bengali schol ar Bankim Chandra Chattopadh

Koch Rajbanshis that the identity of Koch is different from the identity of Bengali

Hindu and not synonymous (Nag 20a®3). In case of Assam narrow mentality of

the upper caste Assamese in their literary works was not so much rigid as compared to

North Bengal but it was noticed in some writings. A. J. Das observed in the writing of

renowned Assamese novelist late Rajaainta Bodoloi interpreted the Koches as

Nihalyad i n his famous novel oODandua Droh

discrimination had also been seen in the social life of the Koch Rajbanshis where they

faced social oppression in social practicagata D. Hazarika noticed that in the early

part of 20" century the Koch Rajbanshis were did not allow to entry into the temple of

Jagannath Puri by an Act of the Government in the year 1911 (Hazarika 2004).

Similar kinds of practices were also noticedAssam too. A. C. Choudhury observed

t hat fonce the Koch Rajbanshis were

deni

prayer place for the Vaishnavait sect of Assam, which is situated in the Barpeta town

of lower Assam. To enter into the Kirtan Ghar, tireg to fight a legal battle in the
Calcutta High Court (Das 2009: 72).

victims of caste based soetoltural exclusion as well as economic marginalization

The above narration amply proves it that the Koch Rajbanshis were the

and livelihood displacementytthe upper caste Hindus in the early part of th& 20

century. The Koch Rajbanshi felt proud t

descendent of royal blood. But in caste rigid society they enjoyed a lower status. In

the caste Hindu society they lawand given the bottom place in the caste fold.

Migration was a major challenge during that period for the Koch Rajbanshis. Slowly

and gradually with the changing of time, they lost everything including land, their

vary livelihood, language, culture anceidity. Soumen Nag states:

(L

(

ithe Hindu refugee, who came from the distrioc

Dinajpur, Dacca and others to Cooch Behar after Independence, had good economic
background. They had a strong cultural awareness with a good kigewdédultivation.

In front of their developed culture, modernity of language, education and efficiency, the
indigenous Rajbanshis could not stand anywhere and gradually lost their culture,

language and land. Above all, they became minority due to thewirff the immigrants

and ultimately they |l ost their | ast asset,

(Nag 2003: 159)
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In case of Assam the feeling of alienation was not so much strong as compared
to North Bengal but still a sense of discriminatory attitude pvagalent among some
upper caste Assamese as stated in the above. Many scholars have also been observed
that due to discriminatory attitude from the caste Hindu Assamese groups towards the
small small ethnic groups the feeling of alienation and identigsciousness
emerged among many small ethnic groups of Assam. Pahi Saikia in heEthork
Mobilization and Violence in Northeast lad{2011) states thathe main cause of
ethnic identity conflicts of different tribal groups in Assam are dudatk of
communication andespect on the part of the Assamesenmunity towards tribal
groups. Similarly, Monirul Hussain irnis work The Assam Movement: Class,
Ideology, and Idenyt( 1 995) argue on Assamese eliteods:s
communities in Asam. Due to these Assam was divided many a times based on their
ethnic identity. That kind of assertion of identity is still prevalent among many ethnic
groups of Assam including the Koch Rajbanshis. The immigration from Bangladesh
to the Koch Rajbanshisothinated areas of lower part of Assam is still a major issue
that creates many problems for the culture, language, identity and very livelihood of
the Koch Rajbanshis.

Thus it is evident that in the early part of thd"2@ntury the socialxelusion
was much more prominent in both North Bengal as well as in Assam. In most of the
social practices the Koch Rajbanshis were socially excluded by the upper caste
groups. Besides the social discrimination they are also victims of cultural and
econome discrimination. The influx of migrants displaced them from their livelihood
and created a feeling of alienation and discrimination among them. These feeling of
alienation and discrimination created a sense of identity consciousness among the
Koch Rajabshis that reflects in the present identity movement by them. Thus the
genesis of identity consciousness was emerged among the Koch Rajbanshis and still

continues.
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IV.3. Constitutional Construction and Relocationof Koch Rajbanshis Identity in

PostColonial India:

The relocation and dislocation of homogenous culture by the hybrid one is a
contemporary and aihclusive world phenomenon today. This kind of dislocation
and relocation of culture had historically been seemiwithe boundary of a state
itself but not by the hybrid one but by the discursive power of the state. In this regards
if we contextualized the relocation of cultural identity of the ethnic groups by the
states or by the governments, the Koch Rajbanski#titgf can be considered as one

among them.

As stated in the second chapter historically the Koches or the Koch Rajbanshis
was living in different places of entire SotAlsian continent right from the piéedic
period under one umbrella that is Koch ornkata kingdom. As a result of the
colonial administration the socjmolitical and cultural identity of the Koch Rajbanshi
was relocated many a times. Now though the Koch Rajbanshis are living in the
country of Nepal, Bangladesh, and India have their saaidlcultural similarities but
their identity is politically relocated due to the process of new nation formation.
Within India itself following the year 1947 as a result of the reorganisation of the
l ndi an states many a t i rodtdra identityeof Kmahl i t i C ¢
Rajbanshis was relocated sevéiaes.

The Indian constitutional provision itself has a very important role towards the
construction and relocation of the cultural and politicdéntity of the Koch
Rajbanshis. The Koch Rajbanshis are now constitutionally known as SC in Cooch
Behar (North Bengal), Tribals in some parts of Maghalaya (Garo Hills district of
undivided Assam), Most Other Backward Class (M.O.B.C). in Gaolpara disfrict
Assam (Undivided Gaolpara district), Other Backward Class (O.B.C) in other district
of Assam and caste Hindu in Kaanglong district of Assam (Choudhury 2009: 2).
So, these identity of Koch Rajbanshis is not creation of Koch Rajbanshis self but by
the others as a result of relocation of their political identity by the state forcethiéhus
identity of Koch Rajbanshids now politically and culturally divided by the

constitutional provisions that earlier were one identity under the Koch Kingdom.
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The constitutional recognition of one identity which is politically dislocated in
different places but sociculturally connected may create inconveniences among the
members of the communities. After independence, in the Indian states of West
Bengal and Melgalaya the government of India categorised the Koch Rajbanshis as
SC and ST respectively. In Assam they are categorised as Other Backward Class
(O.B.C) But the Koch Rajbanshis of Assam are not satisfied with this recognition, and
therefore, they are agitag from a long time for getting the same status (ST) which
the Koch Rajbanshis of Meghalaya are enjoying. Koch Rajbanshis agitation for

Schedule Tribe status will be discuss in the forth chapter.

From the last few decades it is observed among the KagtaRshis that the
identity consciousness among them is increasing. They are trying to find a way out to
maintain, preserve and protect their cultural and linguistic identity. Most of the Koch
Rajbanshis in the lower parts of Assam as well as in many gfaierth Bengal are
living under the soci@conomic under development condition. In the early parts of
the 20" century they were the victims of soaialtural discrimination by the upper
caste Hindus that compelled them to fight for change their lowse catus and
claimed for the upper caste status that
Koch Rajbanshis. Now it is also observed that the domination of the dominant groups
on the Koch Rajbanshis culture and identity emerged as a major feattondake them
become more conscious about their identity. Now they are in a state of fear of losing
their culture and identity by the influence of dominant groups. At the same time the
Government of Assam also not able to address the problems of the Kjenshis,

i.e. socieeconomic under development, protection and development of language and
culture etc. Over the yearbés Government
development measures for the Koch Rajbanshis which creates lots of inconvenience
discomfort among them. This has led to a feeling of deprivation and disillusionment
among the Koch Rajbanshis who are now become more conscious about their
identity, in term of their history, language, culture, occupation, and their basic rights.

As a resul of this now through the socjmolitical movement they are trying to

negotiate the problems that they have been facing.
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CHAPTER-IV

KOCH RAJBANSHI IDENTITY MOVEMENT AND ITS FUTURE

The identity movements by the Koch Rajbanshis have a long history. The
movement for a separate Kamatapur state is also not a recent one. The autonomy
movement by the Koch Rajbanshis and the idea for a separate homeland is almost
seventy years old and theparation for sociecultural recognition is around hundred
years old. The caste movement of early" 2fentury which is also known as
0Kshatriya Movementd by the Koch Rajbans
Bur ma was al so par tidemtitfy mavément. Kie preserRehaptera n s h i
will deal with the agitation and soelitical movements by the Koch Rajbanshis to
preserve and protect their separate distinct identity based on the field studies that were
conducted during theonth of July and Agust 2015.

VI. 1. Movement for a Separate Kamatapur State

There is a peculiar character and distinction of the demand for a separate state
by the Koch Rajbanshis and also other ethnic communities of India. Most of the
ethnic groups of India who are demanding separate state for their communities are
using ethnic ames f or t heir proposed state. For
demanding Bodol and, Gorkhaots of West Beng
and preserved their separate distinct identity. But in case of Koch Rajbanshis, they are
not using ethnic nameof their proposed separate state. Koch Rajbanshis are
demanding O60Kamatapurd as a separate state
of their erstwhile Kamatapur Kingdom. Therefore, to understand the present
Kamatapur movement and the identity movementthe Koch Rajbanshis, it is
important to know the nature of historical memory of the Kamatapur Kingdom which
was established by Sandhya Rai in the mill d@ntury comprising areas of present

day Assam, North Bengal and Bangladesh.

The autonomy moveme by the Koch Rajbanshis seeks creation of a separate
Kamatapur state comprising same areas of present North Bengal and Assam under the

constitutional provision. The movement also looks for the recognition of Kamatapuri
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or Koch Rajbanshi language undee tRight Scheduled of the constitution of India

along with the demands of cultural and seetmnomic development of their
community. In case of Assam, the movement also demand Scheduled Tribe status for

the Koch Rajbanshis living in Assam. Presently, marganisations are spearheading

the demand for the separate Kamatapur state. Two organisations are of considerable

i mportance among those. The Kamatapur Pec
Al l Koch Rajbanshi Student s 0 uildactive sincf AKRSL
their inception. At the same time, Kamatapur Liberation Oraganization (KLO) a
militant organization formed in 1995 is working in support of the demand for a
sovereign Kamat apur -RagjbhaeshiSi mibaratyi ondl
(KRLO) is another militant organisation which was formed in 1995 by the ULFA

(United Liberation Front of Assam) as an accompanying militant group for the Koch
Rajbanshi community. The goal of the KRLO is also similar to that of KLO. They are
demanding the #sblishment of a separate state for the Koch Rajbanshis living in the
northern parts of Assam. Al Kamat apur St
a new student organization, has joined recently in the movement for the separate
Kamatapur state. Greate Koch Behar Peopl esd Associati
based organization agitating for the <cre

Behar 6.

Subsequently, there are some other -gowernmental and literary
organizations of Koch Rajbanshis whicire working for the soctoultural
development of their community with sympathy to the demand of autonomy. The
6Koch Rajbanshi Sahitya Sabhad of Assam
Bengal are two literary organizations working on the area of Egmuculture and
literary works of Koch Rajbanshis. Similarly, there are many literary organizations
based in Assam, North Bengal, Bihar, Meghalaya, and Nepal that are working on the
sociccultural and literary issues of the Koch Rajbanshis. Recently, rutiae

|l eadership of Vijoy Chandra Barman O0Raj b:

for the devel opment o f Raj banshi | angua
Cul tur al Societyod is anot her Assam base
development of K ¢ h Raj banshi 6s history, cul ture

territorial demand.
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Table-01: Name of some major organizations which seek creation of Separate

Kamatapur state

Sl. No Name of the Organization Place of origin Year of
existence
1 Hit Sadhini Sabha North Bengal 1949
2 Uttar Khanda Dal North Bengal 1969
3 Kamata Rajya Dabee Parishad Assam 1969
4 Kamatapur Gana Parishad North Bengal 1985
5 Kamatapur Liberation Organization| North Bengal 1993
6 All Koch Rajbanshi Students Union Assam 1993
7 Kamatapur Peoples Party North Bengal 1995
8 Greater Cooch Behar Association North Bengal 1998
9 Al Kamat apur St Assam 2004
10 Kamatapur Association Assam 2010
11 Chilarai Sena Assam 2014
Source: Most of the above sourcesf information are <collected f

Movement of Koch Rajbanshi

articles, books and journals on Koch Rajbanshis.

Peopl eo

by A. J. Das

It is important to note that though the root thfe historical origin of

Kamatapur movement was in the colonial period but in case of Assam the movement

got its momentum after the 1980s only. Instead of separate statehood demand, the

demand for the inclusion of Koch Rajbanshis of Assam into the Sehé@dbke (ST)

category was an old demand. The demand for ST Status is very much strong in Assam

since 1966. A. C. Choudhury a prominent Koch Rajbanshi scholar and former

president of Al l Koch

Raj banshi Sanmi

Rajbanshi Sami | ani 6 which has been

agitating

Koch Rajbanshis living in Assam since 1966, once opposed the demand of Kamata

Rajya (Kamatapur as a separate state) which was supported and demanded by the
Kamata Rajya Sangram Paridh@&KRSP) at around 1969 (Choudhury 1993: 21).

Therefore, many scholars including many leaders of the Kamatapur movement

observed and opined that the Kamatapur movement that became stronger in Assam

after 1980s was actually the expression of the frustrafidine peoples on the politics

played by the government towards their demand for Schedule Tribe. Moreover, in
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2003 the government of India created the Bodoland Territorial Councils (BTC)
comprising four districts of Assam to address the long drawn deofdhd Bodos for

a separate state. Many areas of present BTC has a large Koch Rajbanshi population
and historically most of the present area under BTC was actually the Koch Kingdom.
Therefore, it is believed that the inclusion of the Koch Rajbanshi dosdiraeas into

the BTC without taking the opinion of the Koch Rajbanshis has given the momentum

and fuelled the demand for Kamatapur in Assam.

Figure-01: Map of Proposed Kamatapur State
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Sourcehttp://www.kamatapur.com/

The present demand for Kamatapur state by the Koch Rajbanshis includes
some parts of West Bengal (particularly North Bengal) and some parts of Assam
(particularly lower parts of Assam). It includes six districts from West Beanyhl14
districts from Assam. In case of Koch Rajbanshis demand for separate statehood, the

historical memory of their Koch Kingdom or Kamata kingdom is very much strong
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which is rooted in their history and therefore, the present demand of separate

Kamatajr state includes all the areas which were historically under Koch Kingdom.

Table-02: Area demanded for Kamatapur by the Koch Rajbanshis

Sl. No Name of the District State of belongs
1 Darjeeling West Bengal
2 South Dinajpur West Bengal
3 North Dinajpur West Bengal
4 Malda West Bengal
5 Jalpaiguri West Bengal
6 Cooch Behar West Bengal
7 Dhubri Assam
8 Kokrajhar Assam (BTAD)
9 Bongaigaon Assam
10 Chirang Assam (BTAD)
11 Goalpara Assam
12 Barpeta Assam
13 Baksa Assam (BTAD)
14 Nalbari Assam
15 Kamrup Assam
16 Udalguri Assam (BTAD)
17 Darang Assam
18 Morigaon Assam
19 Sonitpur Assam
20 Lakhimpur Assam

Source: The above table are made on the basis of proposed map of separate Kamatapur state retrieved

from http://www.kamatapur.com/

North Bengal than Assanmd Hi t asadhi ni

The demand of the Koch Rajbanshis for a separate statehood is quite old in

Sabhabo,

a

Nort h

demanded for the first time a separate homeland for the Rajbanshi community of
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Cooch Behar (Debnath 2013: 1%9)Most of the members of the Hitasadhini Sabha
came from the Rajbansiindu, Muslim jotedars and some Kamrupi Brahmins. It
was also evident from historical information that from the last decade of the 19

century the Rajbanshis began to get united themselves socially to keep their ethnic

and caste identities and withthisi ew i n mi nd they set up a
Samiti 6. In the | atter period o6Uttarkhanc
the year 1969 with a demand for a separ.

five districts of North Bengalviz. Malda, Dinajpur, Darjeeling, Jalpaiguri, and Cooch
Behar. Since then many sogolitical organizations have come into being and given

a fresh momentum to the movement for a separate state.

In the following section an attempt will beade to analyse and interpret the
data collected during the field visit. The prime objective of the study avagamine
the sociepolitical movements led bthe Koch Rajbansis to negotiate their identity
crisis. With this objective field studies were docted during the month of July and
August 2015 and data were collected through a semi structured interview schedule
comprising thirteenth (13) questions. Interview both personal and group has been
taken from the members of different sepiolitical organzations of Koch Rajbanshis
i . e. Al Koch Rajbanshi Students Union,
Assam Koch Rajbanshi Yovo Chatra Sanmilani, Centre for Koch Rajbanshis Studies
and Development (Trust), Kamatapur Peoples Party (North Bengal) basekinow
the opinion of the common people two villages were visited i.e. Gandhigram (Block:
Bilashipara, Sub Division: Dhubri) and Chithila (Block: Dotoma, Sub Division:
Gosaigaon). It is generally felt that only a section of the population will have an
extensive knowledge about the problem of the Koch Rajbanshi related to identity
issues, therefore the study has applied purposive and snowball sampling for selecting
the respondents. The sample size was hundred (100). There is no specific area has
been slected for the study but most of the study were conducted in the lower parts of
Assam. The data collected from the field survey are analysed and interpreted in the

below.

In order to study the nature of consciousness of the Koch Rajbanshis about
their identity and how they see their own identity, one question was asked to the

¥BFor detail see S. Ghos, O6Revisiting SbdaeandUtt ar kh
Political Tension in North Bengal (Since 194West Bengal: N. L. Publication.
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selected respondents. They were asked to identify the identity that they would like to
consider in their social life. Four options were given to the respondents, Koch

Rajbanshi, Asamese, Bengali, and others.

In response to the question relating to the identity that they would like to
consider in their social life, as shown in the table below (T@B)e 86 percent of the
respondents felt that OiKther bocidRldg. bementh i 6 i
opined OAssamesed as their identity. 3
respondents opined that none of the above mentioned identity they would like to
consider in their social life. They select the answer fronotipet i ons as 6ot her

Table-03: Tabular representation ofthe Respondentsopinion to the question

relating to identity that they would like to consider in their social life

Identity that They Would No. of Respondents Percentage
Like to Consider
Koch Rajbanshi 86 86
Assamese 7 7
Bengoli
Others 4
Total 100 100

In fact it was observed that most of the people were aware of the fact that they speak
Koch Rajbanshi language and their identity is Koch Rajbanshi. From the last two
decades especially from 1990s, there is a growing tendency of identity consciousness
amorg the Koch Rajbanshis and in this regards many sadioral and literary
organi zations and students organization
Raj banshi Students Uniond a studentds or
They played cruciarole in creating awareness among the common masses for their
identity related issues. It was observed among most of the Koch Rajbanshis that now
they are more conscious about their glorious past history, about their culture, tradition

etc and are tryingo revive their food habits, traditional dress, literature, music to

name a few.
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Figure-02: Bar Diagram showing the Opinion of the Respondent® the Question
relating to Identity that they would like to consider in their Social Life (in

percent)

90 -

80 -

70 A

60 -

50

40 -

30

20 -
10 -

Note: a= Koch Rajbanshi, b= Assamese, c= Bengoli, d= Others

In order to know the opinion of the respondents about Kamatapur, a question
was asked. Respondents were asked to identify what Kamatapur actually means to
them. In response to the question, tespondents gave varying answers (Tl
Twenty one (21) percent out of 100 respondents opined that Kamatapur is a royal
state for them, while 47 percent felt that Kamatapur is a historical state for them.
However, 32 percent of the respondents agreatlKamatapur is a royal as well as

historical state for them.
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Table-04: Tabular representatonof t he Re s p omregaerdingwlh@tisOpi ni o

Kamatapur for the Koch Rajbanshis

What is Kamatapur for Koch No. Of Respondents Percentage
Rajbanshis
Royal state 21 21
Historical state 47 47
Both, Royal and Historical 32 32
state
Total 100 100

In fact it is observed that most of the Koch Rajbanshi interviewee felt proud to be
calling themselves as Kamatapuri. Kamatapur was their historical kingdom where
Koch king ruled for a long period of time. They felt proud anticipating the glorious
past hisory of Koch kingdom and considered it as royal kingdom where the power of
Koch Kingdom were established in entire parts of Nedbktern region of India. Now

Kamatapur does not exist but it is living in their historical imagination.

Figure-03: Bar Diagram showing the Respondents Opinion on what is
Kamatapur for the Koch Rajbanshis
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Note: a= Royal state, b= Historical state, c= Both royal and historical state.

In order to elicit the opinion of the respondents as regards the timing of the
origin of the Kamatapur movement, a question was asked to the respondents. The
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respondents were asked to identify the period of the origin of the Kamatapur

movement. In this regards the respondents gave varying responsesO8)able

Table-05: Tabular representation of the Respondents, Opinion about the Origin

of the Kamatapur Movement

Origin of the Kamatapur No. Of Respondents Percentage
Movement
Precolonial period 0 0
Colonial period 21 21
Postcolonial period 79 79
Total 100 100

Figure-04: Bar Diagram showing the Respondents Opinion about the Origin of
the Kamatapur Movement
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Note: a=PreColonial period, b=Colonial period, c=Pasilonial period.

As shown in the Table No. (05), 21 percent respondents opined that the
Kamatapumovement originated in the colonial period. Seventy nine (79) percent of
the respondent opined that Kamatapur movement was originated during the post
colonial period while none of the respondents agreed that Kamatapur movement
originated in the preolonid period. In fact it is believed that the genesis of

Kamatapur movement or Koch Rajbanshis nationalism was emerged in the colonial
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period. Jogendranath Mondal a scholar from undivided Bengal had demanded a
separ at es tohfa n6dR aojra ra b oRagpanshis befolie mdepehdence of h e
India (Hazarika 20045. The issue of Rajbanshi language and its consciousness also

rose during the colonial period. In 1910 Panchanan Barma, a prominent leader of
O0Khatriya Movement 6 had ruagedoeits recognitioni s s ue
and devel opment in the third annual conf e
at Rangpur now Bangladesh (Ray, 2007: 115). Thus, it may be said that the genesis of
Koch Rajbanshis nationalism and demand for autonomy emetgeddhe colonial

period.

On the other hand, if we see in the poasionial period he genesis of identity
assertion emerged amongst the Koch Rajbanshis due to mertier kihgdom of
Koch Bihar with the Indian state of West Bengabainst the vl of the local
peopled”. Uttar Khanda Dal (UKD) an organisation was born in 1969 to deraand
separate state fdRajbanshis namely akamtapur orUttar Khanda.'Uttar Banga
Sanskritik Parishadinother organisation formed in the same year raised the deman
for remgnition of Kamta language anits development.Kamta Rajya Sangram
Parishad (KRSP) v&aformedin Goalpara distct of Assam in 1969 to demand the
separate state of Kamata. For the same purpose in 1987,cb#ied its name to
Kamtapur Gan&arishad and in 1996 it once again named itsalhtapur Peoples
Party (KPP) (Ray 2007:116)0On 28" December 1995, Kamatapur Liberation
Organisation (KLO), a militant organisation came into being. All Koch Rajbanshi
Students Union (AKRSU) and Koch Rajban§&anmilani are the two Assam based
organisations fighting for separate Kamatapur state and Schedule Tribe status for the
Koch Rajbanshis living in Assam. Their proposed state of Kamatapur consisted of 14
districts of Assam and 6 districts of North BengKlamatapurPeoples Party, Greater
Cooch Behar Democratic Front, Kamtapuri Progressive Party, Greater Kamatapur
Peoples Forum etc are some other sqailitical organisations that have given further

momentum to the demand of separate Kamatapur statéantdRajbanshis identity

%A.J. Das citedromSujataDHa zar i kads 6Unrest and displacement:
his Kamatapur and the Koch Rajbanshis ImaginatiGuwahati: Arunima Deka publication, 2009.

0 Sukiya Kamatapur Rajya Kiye/Vhy Separate Kamatapur st3te booklet published by AKRSU

(Al Koch Raj banshi Student sd Uni on) opined that
conspiracy of the govament and against the will of the local peoples. derilssee Bishwajit Rai,
0Sukiya Kamatapur Rajya Kiyad AKRSU (Assamese), A

78



assertion movement. Thus, it is evident that the ethnic identity movement of the Koch

Rajbanshis is a long drawn battle and still continuing.

In order to understand the perception of the respondents as regards to why

Koch Rajbankis are demanding Kamatapur, a question was asked to the respondents.

In response to the question the responses was varying as shown in the table below

(Table06), 11 percent out of total respondents felt that they wanted Kamatapur to

avoid cultural diffeences. Twenty one (21) percent opined that they wanted

Kamatapur to achieve development. Twenty six (26) percent of the respondents

answered that they want Kamatapur because the identity of Kamatapur is the identity

of Koch Rajbanshis. Forty two (42) resuents out of 100 considered all the above

mention factors (i.e. to avoid cultural differences, to achieve development, identity of

Kamatapur is the identity of Koch Rajbanshis) are responsible because of which they

want Kamatapur as a separate state.

Table-06: Tabular representatonof t he Respondent so

Koch Rajbanshis want Kamatapur

Opinio

Why Koch Rajbanshis want No. Of Respondents Percentage
Kamatapur
To avoid cultural differences 11 11
To achieve development 21 21
Identity ofthe Kamatapur is the 26 26
identity of Koch Rajbanshis
All the above 42 42
Total 100 100
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Figure-0O5: Bar Diagram showing the Responden

Koch Rajbanshis want Kamatapur (in percent)
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Note: a= to avoid cultural differences, b= To achieve development, c= ldentity of the
Kamatapur is the identity of Koch Rajbanshis, d= All the above.

As far as the movement for a separate Kamatapur state is concerned, the Koch
Rajbanshis believed that thevere victims of cultural differences of the dominant
groups as the dominant groups always tried to maintain their-soltioal hierarchy
ignoring the Koch Rajbanshis. In the early part of th® @entury they were victims
of culture of Bengalis in Nélh Bengal and Assamese in the lower parts of Assam as
the upper caste Bengali and Assamese showed a discriminatory attitude towards the
sociacultural and ritual practices of the Koch Rajbanshis and in many cases they
were socially, culturally, and econoeaily excluded. In Assam the process of
O0Assami zati ond (to accept Assamese cul t
themselves as Assamese) is to sextent continuing till now. Sanost of the Koch
Rajbanshis particularly the middle class among thens fefdiosing their identity. It is
observed that the middle class Koch Rajbanshis is more aware as regards to their
identity consciousness compared to that of common masses. It is also observed that
most of the leaders those who are leading the gmaitical organizations and

agitating for the Koch Rajbanshis identity issue are from middle class Koch
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Rajbanshi. They are trying to mobilize the common masses by creating awareness
among them. They think that a separate state alone will protect their distiesss.
In fact most of their civic organizations are born with a view to safeguard their

distinctiveness.

It is observed that the poor common masses supported the demand of separate
Kamatapur state with a hope to develop their economic condition asaintst
respondents were living under below poverty line. Agriculture is their prime income
source but sometimes due to bad weather they suffered more. During last decade
many times draught and flood badly affected them and hampered their livelihood.
Thoudh, from last many decades they are agitating for reservation policy of their
community yet there are no such responses from the side of government. So, many of
the respondents were of the view that if they get some amount of territorial autonomy
for self wle, they will at least able to achieve some degree of development of their
community. Some of them gave reference of BTC (Boboland Territorial Council)
where the Bodo community is doing well after getting territorial autonomy. It is also
observed that soenof the respondents were very much reactive in opining that they
want Kamatapur because it is their identity, their historical kingdom, and they have
the right to get it. Whereas, majority of the respondents opined that Kamatapur as a
separate state isqeired not only because it is their historical right but it is required
for them to avoid cultural differences, to achieve development, to protect their distinct
identity.

In order to assess the perception of the respuades regards to the possible
causes behind the Kamatapur movement, respondents were asked to choose from
seven options to identify the causes responsible for the Kamatapur movement. In
response to the question the respondents gave different views as ishthe table
no.07. Twenty one (21) percent of the respondents (out of 100 respondents) opined
that the ethnic identity crisis of the Koch Rajbanshis is one of the sole cause
responsible for the Kamatapur movement while 9 percent of the respondents
idertified land alienation as an important factor responsible for the Kamatapur
movementA small number i.e. 3 percent of the respondents felt it was an impact of
colonial administration as a cause for the Kamatapur movement. Similarly, 16 percent
of the respndents considered wrong policies of the government were an important

factor responsible for the Kamatapur movement while 5 percent considered that the
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Kamatapur movement was a creation of political elites. On the other hand a small
number (3 percent) ofespondents believed that the Kamatapur movement was a
result of the impact of modern civilization. However, a majority of 43 percent
respondents opined all the above mentioned factors (i.e. ethnic identity crisis, land
alienation, impact of colonial admatration, wrong policies of the government,
creation of political elites, and impact of modern civilization) as responsible for the
Kamatapur movement. They felt Kamatapur movement was the result of a

combination of all the above mentioned factors.

Table-07: Tabular representatonof Respondentsd Opinion a

causes responsible for the Kamatapur movement

Causes responsible for Kamatapur No. Of Respondents| Percentage

Movement
Ethnic identity crisis of the Koch 21 21
Rajbanshis
Landalienation 9 9
Impact of colonial administration 3 3
Wrong policies of the government 16 16
Creation of political elites 5

Impact of modern civilization
All the above 43 43
Total 100 100
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Figure-06: Bar Diagram s howOpnpnregaréngBe s p on d e

causes responsible for the Kamatapur movement
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Note:a= Ethnic identity crisis of the Koch Rajbanshis, b= Land alienation, c= Impact
of colonial administration, d= Wrong policies of the government, e= Creation of

political elites, £ Impact of modern civilization, g= All the above.

If we see the responses of the respondents it is obvious that though all the
factors mentioned in the above are responsible for Kamatapur movement but two
emerge as the most important factors responfiblKamatapur movement are ethnic
identity crisis of the Koch Rajbanhis and wrong policies of the government. As an
ethnic community Koch Rajbanshis have their own distinct culture, language, and
identity but due to several causes like domination of tmaidant groups, impact of
modern civilization, indifference of the government policies etc, they are losing their
distinctiveness. Land alienation is another problem. In the early part of the 90s the
land alienation emerged as a major problem among thé Ragbanshis in North
Bengal mainly due to migration of the upper caste Hindu Bengalis from the other
parts of West Bengal as well as immigration from the Bangladesh to the Koch
Rajbanshis inhabited areas that was a major cause which created a seesatiudrali
among them and compelled them to think for preservation of their distinctiveness. In

case of Assam this problem emerged after 1980s as a major challenge due to illegal
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infiltration from the Bangladesh to the lower parts of Assam where most ofdhs a
are Koch Rajbanshi dominated. Therefore, it is evident that in the anti immigration
movement of Assam the contribution of the Koch Rajbanshis is much more

prominent.

Though a small number of respondents (3 percent) felt about the impact of
modern civlization on Kamatapur movement but that is an important point that they
have raised. Globalization, cultural hybridization, cultural fusion etc are the some
remarkable world phenomenon that the world has experience today. Globalization is
trying to make e world into a global village where everything will be same for all.
Cultural hybridization is optimistic to make a common culture that is acceptable for
all and which will decrease the cultural distinction and conflict over culture and
identity. But it 5 contradictory to be optimistic to consider the cultural hybridity as a
solution to the problem of conflict over culture and identity, as the world is witnessing
of many ethnic based identity conflicts over the years. Koch Rajbanshis identity
movement isalso one among them. To achieve and fulfil the basic economic
requirement of life, the Globalization, cultural hybridization and cultural fusion are
pushing the smaller ethnic groups to accept it but at the same time it has created a
consciousness and feaf losing their traditional cultural values, language and
identity. Therefore, they have started to rethink anestablish their traditional
cultural values and identity.

In order to assess the perception of the respondents regarding the support base
of the Kamatapur movement one question was posed to the respondents. The response
was varying as shown in the table below (tel¢. Seventy seven (77) percent of the
respondats opined that the Kamatapur movement was supported only by the Koch
Rajbanshis. Seven (7) percent of the respondent opined that besides the Koch
Rajbanshis, the Kamatapur movement was also supported by all the tribal groups
living in the Koch Rajbanshiaininated areas accept the Bodos. 16 percent of the
respondents opined that the Kamatapur movement received its support from both the

tribal and nortribal living in the Koch Rajbanshi dominated areas.
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Table-08: Tabular representationo f r e s p @pmidnaegardng the support

base of the Kamatapur movement

Support base of the Kamatapur| No. Of respondents Percentage
movement
Only the Koch Rajbanshis 77 77
All the Tribals 7 7
Both Tribals and Nottribals 16 16
Total 100 100

Figure-07: BarDi agram showing the Respondentso

Support base of the Kamatapur movement (in percent)
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Note: a= Only the Koch Rajbanhsis, b= All the Tribals, c= Both Tribals and non

tribals.

It was observed from the responses of the respondeatsthle Koch
Rajbanshis want Kamatapur at any cost and all the members of their community
support it. It is important to emphasise that many respondents felt that all the Tribals
and nonTribals groups living in the Koch Rajbanshi dominated areas are suppor
demand of Kamatapur accept the Bodo community. Even the Bodos do not support

their demand of scheduling their community (as Schedule Tribe) that is why from
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time to time when the Koch Rajbanshi agitates in support of their demand, most of the
leaderfrom the Bodo community counter agitates against it. There is a long drawn
controversy between Bodos and Koch Rajbanshis of Assam on their historical and
racial origin. The Bodos are saying that they are the aborigines (son of the soil) of
Assam. On the ader hand Koch Rajbanshis argue opposite to that of the Bodos. Even
the proposed Kamatapur state includes all the four Bodo inhabited districts. As far the
Koch Rajbanshis cultural organizations concerned they are of the view that the Bodos
opposed their deand of ST status because they think that if the Koch Rajbanshis are
included in Schedule Tribe category than it will be a challenge for the Bodos in
getting job opportunities on the basis of reservation and many other kinds of

challenges.

To know te opinion of the respondents as regards to government response
towards the Kamatapur movement a question was asked to the respondents. The
respondents were asked to identify whether the government response was positive,
negative or partially positivén response to the question as shown in the table below
(Table09), none of the respondents felt that the government response was positive.
Ninety six (96) percent of the respondents opined that the response of the government
was negative while a small numbef the respondents (4 percent) opined that the

response of the government was partially positive.

Table-09: Tabular representatonof Respondentsd Opinion

government response towards the Kamatapur movement

Government response towards| No. Of respondents Percentage

the Kamatapur movement

Positive 0 0
Negative 96 96

Partially positive 4 4
Total 100 100
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Figure-0 8 : Bar Diagram showing the Responde

government response towardshe Kamatapur movement
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Note: a=Positive, b= Negative, c= Partially positive.

The charter of demands by the Koch Rajbanshi to the government of India
includes 100s of demands. Among them the demand of granting Scheduled Tribes
status; demand for septgeKamatapur state with immediate effect as per the merger
and agreement signed between the Koch Rajbanshi king, His Highness Sir Maharaja
of Cooch Behar and Government of India orf” 28ugust 1949; recognition of
Rajbanshi language under tHe S8chedule of the Constitution of India; handing over
of the education system to Don Bosco Education Society; demand for modification of
the land policy for safeguarding cultural heritage of Koch Rajbanshi community;
demand to the government of India tostitute the IMA Best Cadet Award in the
name of Koch Rajbanshi General Cilaray of Kamatapur Kingdom; demand for the
installation of a Bronze Statue of Bir Chilarai in front of the Parliament House, New
Delhi; demand for raising Koch Rajbanshi Regimentindian Army, Navy, Air
force, BSF, Para Military Force, CRPF and other defence forces etc to name a few.
Though the Koch Rajbanshis are demanding the above demands with immediate
effect the Government response has been lukewarm. Even their very demdnd of S
status is not fulfilling which they are demanding since 1966. Actually the political

parties of Assam are playing politics on the ST demand by the Koch Rajbanshis.
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As regards the question relating to the nature of humarsngiiation during

the Kamaapur movementthe respondentsesponsesvas varying.In response to the

guestion as shown in the table below (Tellg, five (5) percent opined that during

the time of Kamatapur movement innocent common people were arrested without any

warrant. Thirteen13) percent of respondents agreed that brutal torture was taking

place during the time of Kamatapur movement by the police personnel. Three (3)

percent respondents agreed that there were incident like sexual harassments; rape,

abduction etc were takindgze while 79 percent of the respondents opined that all the

above mentioned human rights violation occurred during the time of movement.

However, the respondents were of the opinion that no incidents like murder, custodial

death as well as encounter destitok place during the time of movement.

Table-10: Tabular representatonof t he Respondent so

of the Human Rights Violation during the time of Kamatapur Movement

Opinio

Nature of Human Rights No. Of respondents Percentage
Violation
Arrest without warrant 5 5
Torture 13 13
Murder 0 0
Sexual 3 3
harassments./rape/abduction
Custodial deaths as well as 0 0
encounter
All the above 79 79
Total 100 100
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Figure-0 9 : Bar Diagram showing the Responde
Nature of Human Rights Violation during the time of Kamatapur Movement (in

percent)
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Note: a= Arrest without warrant, b= Torture, c= Murder, d= Sexual

harassment./rape/abduction, e= Custodial death as well as encounter, f= All the above.

In order to asess the perception of the respondents about the impact of
Kamatapur movement on the sogiolitical life of the Koch Rajbanshis, a question
was posed. The respondents were asked to identify whether the impact of the
Kamatapur movement was positive or negative on the gmditcal life of the Koch
Rajbanshis. In response to the question 11 peafahe respondents as show the
table below (Tabldl) opined that the impact of the Kamatapur movement was
positive in the socipolitical life of the Koch Rajbanshis. Whereas, 71 percent of the
respondents were in view that the impact of the Kanuatagpvement was negative in
their sociepolitical life. However, 18 percent out of 100 respondents opined that the
impact of Kamatapur movement was both partially positive as well as partially
negative in the socipolitical life of the Koch Rajbanshis.
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Table-11: Tabular representatonof Respondentsd Opinion

of Kamatapur Movement in the SociePolitical life of the Koch Rajbanshis

Impact of Kamatapur movement No. Of respondents Percentage
in the Socicpolitical life of the
Koch Rajabanshis

Positive 11 11
Negative 71 71

Both positive and negative 18 18
Total 100 100

It can be said thdhe variation of the responses of the respondents proves that

the Kamatapurmovement ha@ mixed impacbn the peopleAs far as the fallout of

the Kamatapur movement is concerned, the Koch Rajbanshi did not get anything from
the Government. Instead of fulfilling their demands the government as well as the
political parties are playing politics on it. But indirectly tharKatapur movement has
had some positive impact on the secidtural life of the Koch Rajbanshis. It has
created awareness among the people of Koch Rajbanshis of theiesoommic and
political rights; sociecultural and literary development; presereatdf their tradition,
history and distinctiveness. Many sodioltural and literary organizations have
developed and are working for the development of their society, culture and literature.
Therefore, it may be stated that though the Kamatapuri movedicemesult in the
formation of Kamatapur state but it undoubtedly has had a positive impact on the life

of the Koch Rajbanshis.
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Figure-1 0 : Bar Diagram showing the Responde
Impact of Kamatapur Movement in the SociePolitical life of the Koch

Rajbanshis (in percent)
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Note:a= Positive, b= Negative, c= Both positive and negative.

As regards to the question what kind of major challenges the Koch Rajbanshis
are confronted at present, the response of the respongentsaryingas shown in the
table below (Tabld2). Nineteen {9) percent out of 100 respondents opined that
ethnic identity crisis is a major challenge that #@ch Rajbanshis are confronted
with. Eleven (11) percent of the respondents agreed that lawdhtéon is another
problem which the Koch Rajbanshis are confronted at present while 9 percent opined
that illiteracy is a major problem that the Koch Rajbanshis are facing at present.
Similarly, 28 percent of the respondents identified economic undeojeuent as a
major challenge of the Koch Rajbanshis. Considering all the facts 33 percent
respondents considered all the above mentioned factors as a major challenge presently

confronting the Koch Rajbanshis.
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Table-12: Tabular representationoftheRes pondent s 6 G@Gwemajoron abo

challenges the Koch Rajbanshis are confronted at present

Major Challenges the Koch Rajbanshis| No. Of respondents Percentage

are Confronted at Present

Ethnic identity crisis 19 19

Land alienation 11 11

llliteracy 9 9

Economic underdevelopment 28 28

All the above 33 33

Total 100 100

As farasthe responses of the respondeartsconcerned the Koch Rajbanshi
community of Assam ifacingmany problemskrom the point of view of Kamatapur
movement they are facing problems related to the problem of -soltigal

development and political identity, illiteracy, poverty etc.

Figure-11: Bar Diagram showing the Responden
Challenges the Koch Rajbanshis are confronted at Present (in Percent)
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Note: a= Ethnic identity crisis, b= Land alienation, c= llliteracy, d= Economic
underdevelopment, e= All the above.
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In order to asess the perception of the respondevith regard to thgpossible
solution of the Koch Rajbanshis problehe response to the questiaas varyingas
shown in the table below (Tabl&3). The respondents were asked to identify the
possible solution of the Koch Rajbanshis problem from the options. Eleven (11)
perent of the total respondents felt that the preservation and development of Koch
Rajbanshis cultural identity is one step that can be taken as a possible solution to the
Koch Rajbanshis problem while 19 percent of the respondents opined that economic
develgment of the Koch Rajbanahis is an urgent need to solve the problem of Koch
Rajbanshis. On the other hand 25 percent of the respondents opined that creation of
separate Kamatapur state is the only solution of the Koch Rajbanshis problem.
Similarly, 7 percat suggested that check on land alienation of the Koch Rajbanshis
will be an important step for bringing solution to the Koch Rajbanshis problem.
However, 39 percent of the respondents opined that the all the above mentioned steps
(Preservation and develment of Koch Rajbanshis cultural identity, economic
development of the Koch Rajbanshis, creation of separate akmatapur state, and check
on land alienation) should be taken for bringing solution to the Koch Rajbanshis

problem.

Table-13: Tabular representationof Respondentsd Opinion

possible solution to the Koch Rajbanshis problem

Possible Solution to the Koch No. Of respondents Percentage

Rajbanhis Problem

Preservation and development of 11 11

Koch Rajbanshis cultural identity

Economic development of Koch 19 19
Rajbanshis
Creation of separate Kamatapur st 25 25
Check on land alienation 7 7
All the above 39 39
Total 100 100
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Figure-1 2 : Bar Diagram showing the Responde

Possible Solution of the Koch Rajbanshis Problem (in percent)
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Note: a= Preservation and development of Koch Rajbanshis cultural identity, b=
Economic development of Koch Rajbanshis,Greation of separate Kamatapur state,
d= Check on land alienation, e= All the above.

Thus, from the above responses of the respondents it may be said that the
problem of the Koch Rajbanshis does not lie in any single factor. They have been
facing many problems since the independence. Different issues are required to be
resolved to bring a permanent solution to their probldfesnomic development of
Koch Rajbanshis, preservation and development of Koch Rajbanshiscsticial
and political identity, check on land alienation and if Kamatapur is not possible then
creation of autonomous council where they at least get some aofaautonomy of
self rule are some remarkable steps should be taken for bringing solution to the

problems of Koch Rajbanshis.
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Figure-13: Images of demonstration by the Koch Rajbanshis in demand of
Kamatapur state and Schedule Tribe status

Sourcelmages are collected from David Roy, media coordinator, CKRSD.
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